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Introduction 


Shadi Hamid and William McCants 


AFTER DECADES SPECULATING ON what Islamists would do when they 
came to power, analysts, academics—and Islamists themselves—finally 
have an answer. And it is confusing. In the hinterland between Syria 
and Iraq, the Islamic State (popularly known by its old acronym ISIS) 
established a government by brute force, implementing an extreme 
interpretation of Islamic law. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood pre- 
sided over a controversial year in power, alienating most of the coun- 
trys major political forces before being overthrown in a military coup 
in 2013. 

The “twin shocks” of the Egyptian coup and the rise of the Islamic 
State have challenged conventional wisdom on political Islam, leading 
some academics and policymakers, as well as Islamists, to rethink basic 
assumptions about Islamist movements. The questions raised by the 
twin shocks were particularly pointed for mainstream Islamists,’ who 
followed the rules of the electoral game but failed to see their agendas 
implemented as quickly or comprehensively as the Islamic State’s. Was 
the lesson to push for more comprehensive change? Was it to make 
further compromises and concessions? Or was it to abandon electoral 
politics altogether? 

Rethinking Political Islam is the first book of its kind to systematically 
assess the evolution of mainstream Islamist groups since the Arab upris- 
ings, covering 12 different countries. In each of these cases, contribu- 
tors considered how Muslim Brotherhood and Brotherhood-inspired 
movements have grappled with fundamental challenges: gradual versus 
revolutionary approaches to change, the use of tactical or situational 
violence, attitudes toward the nation-state, and how ideology and 
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political variables interact. Unlike most other projects on political 
Islam, this book includes three of the most important country cases 
outside the Middle East and North Africa—Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Pakistan—which, importantly, are also at least somewhat democratic, 
allowing readers to consider a greater diversity of Islamist experiences. 
It also includes an analysis of U.S. policy toward Islamist parties by a 
leading scholar of political Islam who served in a senior post within the 
Obama administration. 

Over the course of two years, contributors read each other’s drafts, 
exchanged ideas, and adapted their conclusions accordingly. The entire 
process unfolded online and invited commentary from other academ- 
ics, lay readers, and members of the Islamist movements under study. 
The final chapters incorporate the fruits of these exchanges, which 
helped to tease out differences and similarities across the cases and 
clarify the authors’ thinking about their individual countries. In this 
spirit of intellectual exchange and debate, we have included selected 
responses of Islamist activists and leaders, as they engaged with and 
responded to the various contributions. Readers will, for one of the first 
times in book form, have an opportunity to see experts on Islamism 
and Islamists themselves debating the future of political Islam. 


WHY DO MAINSTREAM ISLAMISTS MATTER? 


The Islamic State quickly became the most well-known Islamist organiza- 
tion in the world and the subject of near-constant media coverage. This 
is understandable, and for policymakers, the group did in fact demand 
urgent attention. But while groups like the Islamic State—because vio- 
lence and terror are part of who they are—will always matter more from 
a counterterrorism perspective, the vast majority of Islamists are not vio- 
lent nor do they advocate the wholesale change of government institu- 
tions. Moreover, as important as the Islamic State has become, it isn’t—and 
doesn’t claim to be—a mass movement. Its “vanguard” model is one where 
a relatively small group of ideologically committed individuals can have 
an outsized effect. We saw this in dramatic fashion during the Islamic 
State’s capture of Mosul, Iraq’s second-largest city, in June 2014. A first 
wave of around 1,000 fighters was able to overtake an Iraqi force of some 
30,000 strong. At the same time, because the Islamic State seeks—and, 
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from its perspective, only needs—the support of a tiny, committed core, its 
broader cultural, intellectual, and theological influence will naturally have 
its limitations. 

Where states enjoy some degree of legitimacy, control all of their ter- 
ritory, and enjoy a monopoly over the use of force, the Islamic State can 
only gain limited ground. What tens (or hundreds) of millions of Arabs 
and Muslims think and do matters, and in many of these countries, 
they are affected more by mainstream Islamist movements—which ask 
for their votes, provide social services, and affect how ordinary Muslims 
understand their religion—than by groups like the Islamic State, which 
are opposed by the overwhelming majority of Muslims. 

Even where Islamist parties appear to be severely weakened, as in 
Egypt, it would be a mistake to presume this outcome is permanent. 
In the previous decade, Islamist movements appeared not just weak- 
ened but also decimated in countries like Tunisia and Syria, but the 
openings of the Arab Spring returned them to prominence. Perhaps 
more important, the movements under consideration are, in some 
cases, going through unprecedented internal change and are rethink- 
ing what it means to be Islamist in an increasingly unstable, chaotic 
region. 


WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO RETHINK POLITICAL ISLAM? 


Islamists are not likely to become liberals; otherwise, what would be 
the point? Islamists are Islamists for a reason, after all, and being reli- 
giously oriented is one of the sources of their popular support. Some 
opponents of Islamists criticize them on the grounds that they haven't 
rethought the foundational premises of Islamism, but this seems to us 
like an unrealistic and even problematic standard. At the same time, it 
is important to not mistake tinkering around the margins and minor 
shifts in tactics as reflecting deeper ideological changes. 

What we find in many cases is that Islamists are broaching con- 
troversial and difficult topics that are at the core of what it means to 
be an Islamist movement, including the relationship between party 
(hizb) and movement (haraka), internal organizational structures (the 
tanzim), the nature of the state, the use of violence, and the centrality 
of elections to the Islamist project. 
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This rethinking can be for both better and worse, depending on one’s 
perspective. Islamists learning lessons doesn’t necessarily mean learn- 
ing the lessons that Western observers think they should learn. For 
example, Brotherhood youth in Egypt have moved in a more revolu- 
tionary direction, with some being open to what they term “defensive 
violence,” which is at odds with their organizations decades-long com- 
mitment to peaceful activism. This constitutes rethinking, although it’s 
probably not the kind that Western policymakers and observers may 
have had in mind. 

A number of themes come up repeatedly throughout these chap- 
ters, which are based on extensive fieldwork in the countries in ques- 
tion. Among mainstream Islamist groups, there is a shared sense, 
despite the sheer diversity of cases, that the Arab uprisings and their 
aftermath have presented an unusually difficult set of challenges. 
There is little choice but to adapt in order to succeed or merely even 
survive. For the first time, Tunisia’s Ennahda party has explicitly dis- 
tanced itself from the “Islamist” label; Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood 
has splintered, with prominent leaders, including two former general 
guides, forming a competitor organization; the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt has experienced the worst internal divisions of its 90-year 
history. 

In the pre—Arab Spring era, there was only so much to think about. 
Among mainstream Islamists, a consensus had emerged that the way 
to succeed was fairly straightforward: bide your time, do your best to 
build social influence within regime constraints, make small but signifi- 
cant inroads in parliament, wait for a democratic opening, and then, 
when it came, fill the political vacuum. There was no need to spend too 
much time pondering questions of governance since the prospect of 
governance seemed so remote. The Arab uprisings first challenged this 
“model,” then rendered it moot. 

To use contributor Monica Marks’s term, the partification of Islamist 
movements has been one of the most intriguing and important features 
of Islamist evolution since the 1990s. For decades, Western analysts and 
policymakers alike encouraged mainstream Islamists to embrace the 
democratic process, de-emphasize their religious origins, form “normal” 
political parties, and practice parliamentary politics. This was a natural 
fit for these groups, which weren't strong on theology but knew how 
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to get out the vote, and get out the vote they did. This prioritization of 
elections—some within the various Islamist movements have called it 
an “obsession”—offered an easy out from difficult and potentially divi- 
sive debates around the nature and purpose of the nation-state. These 
were debates that became all the more relevant when Islamists in Egypt, 
Tunisia, Morocco, and Yemen all had opportunities to govern during 
and after the Arab Spring. 

Having faced any number of setbacks, Islamist parties in each of 
the 12 countries have had to contend with basic questions of how 
change actually happens within constraining state structures and a 
regional and international environment in which major actors are 
suspicious of Islamists, particularly when they begin to approach the 
levers of state power. How Islamists react, naturally, has a lot to do 
with how the various revolutions, stalled revolutions, or non-revolu- 
tions evolved in each particular case. For example, were rulers top- 
pled, therefore inviting a vacuum of leadership that well-organized 
Islamist groups could then fill? Did state structures collapse after 
revolution, thereby provoking outbreaks of violent conflict or civil 
war? Where rulers were not toppled, how did Islamist parties bal- 
ance nominal loyalty to existing regimes with popular demands for 
political change? 


Ruler Toppled but Not Followed by Armed Conflict 


Our contributors agreed that the course of the revolutions since 2011 
and the policies adopted by ruling regimes—old and new—constrained 
the choices made by mainstream Islamists. We can see this most 
plainly in Egypt, where the twin shocks narrowed the space in which 
the Brotherhood could contest the state’s power legally without being 
labeled as ISIS-like by regime officials and supporters. As Steven 
Brooke documents, the state branded the group a terrorist organization 
to justify taking over the social services the Brotherhood once offered 
to millions of Egyptians. The Brotherhood’s network of institutions 
had helped it generate goodwill prior to the revolution, which is why 
the government of strongman Abdel Fattah al-Sissi wanted to ensure 
that the movement could not rebuild its base of support. Forced under- 
ground and with the near entirety of its leadership in prison, exile, or 
hiding, the Brotherhood lost many of its ties to local communities and 
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moved instead to prioritize the well-being—and survival—of its own 
members. The limitations and apparent failures of “legalist” approaches 
to providing social services—where mainstream Islamists seek to com- 
plement the state rather than replace it—have increased the appeal of 
more confrontational models that instrumentalize social services to 
challenge and even undermine existing states. 

For Ennahda, Tunisia’s main Islamist party, the twin shocks 
made its leaders defensive, risk averse, and eager to please. Monica 
Marks, who has interviewed hundreds of Ennahda leaders and 
activists, notes that party members viewed the Egyptian coup as a 
cautionary tale of what might happen if they failed to build alliances 
or if they moved too aggressively against opponents and old regime 
elements. Ennahda also distanced itself from ultraconservative Salafis 
after initially trying to persuade them to join the political process.’ 
Jihadist attacks in the country had raised concerns among voters as 
well as the state security apparatus that Ennahda had become too cozy 
with the religious right, which led Ennahda to compensate by acqui- 
escing to and approving crackdowns on Salafi actors. Having tacked 
to the center and mollified at least some of its detractors, Ennahda— 
fearing it, too, would find itself victim to a crackdown—was able to 
remain in the political game. More important, it helped avert the 
breakdown of a fragile democratic transition, one that for a moment 
in 2013 seemed close to collapse. The transition would continue and 
that—to many in the party—took precedence over rallying the base or 
winning elections. 


Ruler Not Toppled and Not Followed by Armed Revolution 


Like Ennahda, Morocco’s Muslim Brotherhood analog, the Justice and 
Development Party (PJD), managed to stay in the political game by 
placating a still-dominant monarchy and presenting itself as an alter- 
native to Islamist militancy, despite efforts by its opponents to tie it 
to the fall of the Brotherhood in Egypt. Avi Spiegel argues that the 
PJD’s main Islamist rival, the outlawed Ad! Wal Ihsan (Justice and 
Spirituality) took care, despite its long-standing opposition to the 
monarchy, to limit its ambitions during a tense period of protests in 
zou. Despite their different approaches—the PJD became part of a 
democratically elected governing coalition and Al Adl refuses electoral 
participation—they both have moved cautiously and view survival as 
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proof of success, given the terrible fortunes of other Islamists across 
the region. 

In Jordan, the Muslim Brotherhood and its political arm, the Islamic 
Action Front, struggled to make inroads despite a wave of anger and 
protest at the start of the Arab Spring. Unsatisfied with King Abdullah’s 
proposed reforms, the Brotherhood boycotted elections. The move- 
ment, long one of the most internally fractious in the region, soon 
became consumed by divisions, which the Jordanian regime was able to 
exploit. What is often considered to be an ideological divide between so- 
called hawks and doves, argues David Patel, is really at its core an ethnic 
divide between Jordanians of Palestinian origin and Transjordanians. 
As long-time Brotherhood figure Nael Masalha writes in his contribu- 
tion, the question of the Brotherhood’s ties to its Egyptian counterpart, 
as well as Hamas, became a key point of contention, culminating in an 
unprecedented split within the organization. 

Kuwait's Islamic Constitutional Movement (ICM) engages in a simi- 
lar style of politics, according to Courtney Freer. The group boycotted 
elections held in December 2012 and July 2013 after the emir dissolved 
parliament and instituted unfavorable election laws. Realizing it had 
reached the limit of what it could accomplish from outside parlia- 
ment, the ICM returned to electoral life in November 2016, winning 
four of the five seats it contested. Despite prioritizing political reform 
and anti-corruption, the movement’s leaders have avoided outright 
confrontation with the regime and refrained from pushing for radical 
change over concerns that Kuwait’s allies, Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, would push the emir to outlaw the Brotherhood. Of 
more concern to Kuwaiti authorities has been increasing cooperation 
between Islamists and liberals within the political opposition. 

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia's move to proscribe the Brotherhood in the 
kingdom and across the region alienated Saudi Islamist activists, who are 
generally sympathetic to the organization. Many were critical of the Saudi 
king for backing the Egyptian coup. Some saw the elections in Egypt and 
Tunisia as a model for democratic reform in the kingdom, which threat- 
ened the royal family’s prerogatives. But as Toby Matthiesen writes, the 
rising threat of the Islamic State within the kingdom, the simmering unrest 
among its Shia population, and the need for Brotherhood allies in Yemen 
in the war against the Shia Houthis have led to a degree of rapprochement 
between the new king and Brotherhood sympathizers in Saudi Arabia. 
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Ruler Toppled and Followed by Armed Revolution or Civil War 


That the Yemeni Muslim Brotherhood would tie its fortunes to Saudi 
Arabia is consistent with the group’s tendency to ally with those who do 
not share its ideological commitments. Since the 1990s, the Brotherhood 
has participated in a big tent Islamist party, Islah, which also included 
tribal figures and Salafis. In the 2000s, Islah joined with a socialist party 
and others to oppose President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s government. 

As Stacey Philbrick Yadav shows, the Brotherhood’s influence 
remained weak in part because its allies often wanted to go in another 
direction. In 2014, the group staked its fortunes on a weak coalition 
government headed by the new president, Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi, 
taking several ministries.* When the government fell to Houthi insur- 
gents in January 2015, the Brotherhood and Islah found themselves 
among the primary targets. Because of Islah’s unwillingness to take up 
arms, it was unable to stave off Houthi gains in its various strongholds. 
As an organization that joined a transitional government and recom- 
mitted itself to institutional politics (despite the revolutionary turmoil 
around it), Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood found itself, in a sense, caught 
between the worst of both worlds. If the experience of Ennahda demon- 
strates the value of allying with competitors, the travails of the Yemeni 
Brotherhood shows its limitations. 

It is during civil wars—when political order and state structures 
collapse—that the organizational resilience of Islamist movements is 
most severely tested. Syria, if it can even be considered a single state any 
longer, has witnessed the worst humanitarian catastrophe of our time, 
with more than 470,000 dead, prompting the single largest refugee 
crisis since World War I. 

In the midst of civil conflict, where violence quickly became the 
main—and sometimes the only—currency of politics, the Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood tried to leverage its organizational capital to 
establish and support an affiliated rebel militia, the Shields, only for 
the initiative to fail to gain traction on the battlefield amid hundreds of 
other competitors. Despite this failure, the Brotherhood remains more 
or less intact and has overcome contentious internal debates (including 
over the formation of an affiliated party, Waad, and its relationship to 
the mother movement). The organization, in part because of its internal 
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discipline and hierarchical structure, has staved off a slide toward the 
more radical and sectarian rhetoric of its Salafi competitors. The fact 
that the organization, despite revolution and violence all around it, has 
retained its characteristic caution, though, has been a source of frustra- 
tion for younger, more “revolutionary” members. 

Libya tells a somewhat different story. There, instead of trying to 
establish a loyal military arm, the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood formed 
coalitions with armed groups, allowing it to be effective in a context 
of civil war while maintaining some degree of distance (and plausible 
deniability). Interestingly, the Brotherhood in Libya, due in part to its 
nonexistent infrastructure during the decades of Qaddafi’s rule, “lost” 
the elections in 2012 and performed poorly in 2014, but was able to 
maintain considerable influence because it acted as a coherent bloc in 
parliament, whereas non-Islamist alliances fractured. 


The Twin Shocks in Asia 


The shock of Egyptian president Mohamed Morsi’s downfall 
reverberated little in South and Southeast Asia, except primarily as a 
talking point among secular parties that wished to tie the Egyptian 
Brotherhood’s failure to local Islamist parties. Islamists, to be sure, were 
outraged by the coup against their Egyptian counterparts, but it was dif- 
ficult to draw too many lessons. In Pakistan, the Islamist party Jamaat- 
e-Islami has long enjoyed a symbiotic relationship with the army, and 
in Malaysia and Indonesia, Islamist participation has, by now, been 
“normalized.” The Islamic State’s rise, however, has had more deeply 
felt consequences. The group has declared a province in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, which has carried out attacks and offered itself up as a 
hard-line alternative to the Taliban. The Islamic State may declare more 
provinces in Bangladesh, the Philippines, and Indonesia, where Joseph 
Liow argues its apocalypticism and anti-Shiism has resonated among 
certain segments of the population. 


Movement Versus Party 


A common challenge faced by Brotherhood-inspired organizations in 
the Middle East and North Africa is the tension that arises between 
their movements and their political parties, which are often described 
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as “arms” or “wings” of the movement. The imperatives of seeking votes 
are often not the imperatives of a movement seeking widespread societal 
change and even social transformation. A preacher’s extreme sermon 
might excite a small core but alienate the masses needed for electoral 
success. Conversely, a party leader’s call for moderation to avoid alienat- 
ing militaries or monarchies might depress turnout among more hard- 
line or conservative supporters. 

This dilemma was particularly acute after the Arab uprisings, when 
mainstream Islamists had to decide whether and how to contest elec- 
tions. Some, like the Egyptian Brotherhood, maintained a blurry 
relationship between movement and party (with the latter ultimately 
dependent on the former), leading people to blame the movement for 
the party’s misfortunes and vice versa. Ennahda is perhaps the most 
unique case, with party and movement being one and the same before 
transforming into a party and declaring a separation between “religious” 
and “political” activities. While such a move was generally welcomed by 
Western observers and the international community, it raised a new set 
of questions around what it meant to be an Islamist party that was no 
longer, in its own telling, “Islamist” but rather “Muslim democratic.” 
Moreover, Islamist parties have been successful, in part, because they 
are not just parties; they represent or are tied to broader-based move- 
ments that can provide mobilizational capacity, organizational disci- 
pline, social service networks, funding for electoral campaigns, and a 
broader reach into less politicized sectors of society. 

The tension between party and movement has been particularly evi- 
dent among Brotherhood branches, which, over time, came to see elec- 
tions as the primary mechanism for both social and political change, 
even when it came at the cost of traditional core concerns of preaching 
and social service provision. Indeed, if there is one finding that emerges 
clearly from the country comparisons, it is that Arab Brotherhood 
organizations view electoral victory as the definitive measure of success. 

That was not always the case. Mainstream Islamists in the Middle 
East preferred in the past to focus on gradual social reform and religious 
education. Indeed, the founder of the Brotherhood, Hassan al-Banna, 
had a conception of gradualism that would proceed in a progressive 
fashion: starting at the individual and moving to the family, the com- 
munity, and eventually the government. In practice, many Islamists 
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find that adhering to this sequential gradualism becomes difficult when 
presented with the temptation of electoral success. As demonstrated by 
some of the Islamist responses in this volume, much of the post-coup 
reflection by Brotherhood members ponders the tension between hur- 
rying back into electoral politics and taking a step back to rebuild their 
social base, with a focus on local communities. 


HOW DO ISLAMISTS—-AND THE INTERNATIONAL 
COMMUNITY—MEASURE ISLAMIST SUCCESS? 


Avi Spiegel, an expert on Morocco’s Islamists, elegantly poses the ques- 
tion of what it means for Islamists to “win”: 


We love measuring and tracking “democracy,” focusing on winners 
and losers, on horse races, victories, and defeats. We study these 
things, I suspect, because we are guided by the belief, perhaps even 
the zeal, that these outcomes matter—that the winners of elections 
actually win something. Yet, in authoritarian contexts—even post— 
Arab Spring contexts—does electoral success translate into success 
writ large? 4 


The bargain in Morocco has been clear enough. The PJD accepted the 
confines of a system in which the monarchy has veto power over all 
major decisions. In return, the PJD is allowed to legally exist, partici- 
pate, and even enjoy a bit of power. In practice, this means that the 
PJD cannot, assuming it wanted to, significantly alter or transform the 
country’s politics. Looking forward 5, 10, or Is years, it is difficult to 
envision the PJD accomplishing much more than it already has. 

Islamists in Pakistan, as Matthew Nelson writes, provide an 
intriguing counterpoint to the Moroccan “model.” It is a counter- 
point that few Moroccans—or Arab Islamists anywhere—seem very 
interested in. Jamaat e-Islami usually wins only a handful of par- 
liamentary seats, yet, as Spiegel argues, it may very well be more 
influential than its Moroccan counterpart, in terms of “influencing 
judicial appointments, religious tradition, educational mores, and 
societal norms writ-large.” There are other ways of winning besides, 
well, winning. 
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In Southeast Asia, similarly, Islamist parties, while gaining a signifi- 
cant share of the vote, have not been able to win outright on the national 
level. They have, however, helped spread and normalize “Islamism” 
throughout society, with even ostensibly secular parties embracing the 
idea that Islam—and even explicit sharia ordinances—have an impor- 
tant role to play in public life. The lesson here may appear counterin- 
tuitive. The worse Islamists do in elections, the less of a threat they pose 
to their non-Islamist competitors, who, in turn, seem to have less of a 
problem appropriating Islamist-like positions for their own electoral 
purposes. 

Of course, the causal relationships become complicated: One of 
the reasons that Islamists don’t do as well in South and Southeast Asia 
is because they're less distinctive, since these societies seem to have 
coalesced around a relatively uncontroversial conservative “middle.” As 
Liow writes in his chapter, “Ihe piecemeal implementation of sharia 
by-laws across Indonesia has not elicited widespread opposition from 
local populations.” It’s also likely no accident that Indonesia, Pakistan, 
and to a lesser extent Malaysia are more democratic than their Arab 
counterparts (with the exception of Tunisia). Democracy empowers 
and encourages all parties, Islamist or otherwise, to seek the center, 
wherever that may be. 

Western policymakers, for their part, have long encouraged Islamist 
groups to “normalize” themselves by accepting the rules of the game 
(even if these were stacked against them), forming political parties, and 
prioritizing electoral politics. They were not necessarily wrong to do so, 
but the focus on elections limited the policies they prescribed and the 
analytical frames they employed. 

How the United States and Europe should respond to the rise of 
Islamist parties (or even if they should treat Islamist parties as distinc- 
tive in the first place) has been a contentious question since at least the 
early 1990s, when the Algerian military aborted the democratic pro- 
cess after an Islamist party won a decisive victory at the polls. Peter 
Mandaville, one of the few academic experts on political Islam who has 
also served in senior positions in the U.S. State Department, gives an 
insider’s account into the nuanced and sometimes contradictory atti- 
tudes toward Islamists during the Obama administration. He writes 
that the U.S. government quickly came to terms with Islamist political 
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participation during the Arab Spring. After the Egyptian coup, how- 
ever, American officials found it difficult to continue engaging main- 
stream Islamists without alienating key regional allies, particularly now 
that the anti-Brotherhood regional bloc had gained the upper hand. 

Yet if one of the twin shocks complicated Americas policy toward 
Islamist groups, the other—the rise of the Islamic State—may provide 
an opening. With Arab states seemingly unable to stem terrorist activ- 
ity, religion-based electoral opposition is more easily framed as a non- 
violent alternative to violent extremists, thereby helping to delegitimize 
the appeal of the Islamic State and its ilk. In any case, Islamists will 
almost certainly return to prominence if and when there are political 
openings in various countries, and the United States will once again 
have to think more seriously about the very questions it has struggled 
to answer for nearly three decades. 

When we embarked on the creation of this volume, our goal was to, 
at a minimum, challenge the conventional wisdom on political Islam 
and how to respond to, think about, and engage with movements 
that are often viewed with considerable skepticism if not outright sus- 
picion and hostility. Our starting assumption is simple enough and 
hopefully uncontroversial: that we—whoever “we” are—do not have 
to like Islamists, but we do need to understand them, particularly in 
light of a rapidly changing social and political context in the Middle 
East and Asia. 


Countries 





Egypt 


Steven Brooke 


THE JULY 3, 2013, overthrow of elected president Mohamed Morsi set 
off a high-profile political battle between the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Egypt’s new military regime. As part of this battle, the regime also began 
to engage in a lower-profile effort to disrupt and ultimately uproot the 
Brotherhood’s vaunted network of nationwide social services.' This 
chapter chronicles the regime’s campaign against the Brotherhood’s 
social institutions, in particular schools and medical facilities, and con- 
siders what they mean for the future of the world’s oldest and most 
influential Islamist movement. 

Beyond its effect on the millions of Egyptians who relied on the 
Brotherhood’s services to get by, the crackdown highlights the costs 
and viability of the Brotherhood’s longstanding accommodation- 
ist and legalist approach to existing states. The group has historically 
situated its social service provision as complementary to the state and, 
ultimately, subservient to it. Yet the legal campaign against these insti- 
tutions will potentially drive the Brotherhood to reorient its social 
service provision in a more decentralized and exclusivist direction. In 
other words, instead of providing social services broadly and above 
ground, the group may now be forced to prioritize members and afhli- 
ates that have been caught up in the crackdown. This can potentially 
complicate the Brotherhood’s efforts to maintain connections to broader 
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Egyptian society in the short term and puts it in a weaker position when, 
if ever, the opportunity arises for the organization to rebuild the support 
it has lost. 

The dramatic opening and closing of elections as sites of political 
contestation has also highlighted Islamist groups’ dilemma of balanc- 
ing between the political party, the hizb, and the social movement, the 
haraka. Particularly during periods of heightened authoritarianism, the 
Egyptian Brotherhood maintained a general separation between these 
realms, prompted by both the regime’s legal constraints and the group’s 
own reluctance to fully invest in politics while the regime held effective 
veto power.” But cracks in this wall appeared in 2011, as regime con- 
straints evaporated and the incentives to attract Egyptians’ support at 
the polls increased dramatically. Now, as the Brotherhood reassesses its 
missteps during a brief democratic interlude, key leaders have identi- 
fied their inability to separate the group’s social and political activities 
as a key mistake. 


REGIME STRATEGY 


A September 2013 court case established the legal basis for the regime to 
move against the Muslim Brotherhood’s social service network. In that 
ruling (Judgment 2315 of 2013), the Cairo Court for Urgent Matters ruled 
that the Brotherhood was a terrorist organization. The court simultane- 
ously established a committee to investigate and assess the possibilities for 
seizure of the Brotherhood’s physical and financial assets.* At the end of 
December 2013, the committee completed its preliminary investigation 
of the Brotherhood’s assets, and the lists of social service organizations 
allegedly linked to the Muslim Brotherhood soon leaked to the Egyptian 
press. The initial listing included 1,142 individual entities spread across 
each of Egypt's 27 governorates.“ Among the institutions on the list were 
both organizations clearly linked to the Muslim Brotherhood and osten- 
sibly independent organizations over which the committee judged the 
Brotherhood had extensive influence or control. Particularly notable were 
certain local branches of the sprawling Islamic organizations Al-Gam'iyya 
al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna. At around the same time as the list of 
community associations appeared, Egyptian newspapers published a list of 
87 schools affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood.° Both the community 
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associations and schools were subject to an immediate asset freeze, further 
investigation, and potential confiscation of assets. 

As of February 2017, the campaign against “Brotherhood-afhliated” 
community and charity associations was ongoing.’ One indication of 
the scope of the campaign appeared in early 2016, when a report in 
the state-owned al-Ahram tallied the extent of the financial assets the 
government had confiscated. While independent confirmation is diff- 
cult, al-Ahram claimed that the investigative committee had seized 105 
schools (with assets valued at approximately $32 million) and 43 hos- 
pitals (valued at $12.5 million). This was in addition to extensive assets 
recovered from businesses and personal bank accounts, as well as cash 
apparently seized during the course of the campaigns.’ 

The regime’s effort against the Brotherhood is nested within a larger 
effort to recorporatize civil society and prevent the emergence of poten- 
tially independent centers of activism. For instance, in July of 2014, 
the regime floated plans to force all nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) operating in Egypt to dissolve and reregister with the Ministry 
of Social Solidarity within 45 days, although the deadline was later 
extended and the level of enforcement remains unclear.? As one NGO 
employee put it, “You register and you survive, but under very difficult 
conditions of work.”!° Since then the regime’s attempts to control civil 
society have expanded dramatically, targeting individuals, their family 
members, and their financial assets, all in an attempt to eliminate spaces 
for its opponents to operate." For the regime, the goal is to maintain 
a baseline level of social provisioning, yet forestall the possibility that 
potential opponents of the regime—Islamist or not—can leverage their 
activity into a political challenge. 

It is unclear if the regime can have it both ways. President Anwar 
el-Sadat’s embrace of free market reforms in the 1970s and the onset of 
Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment (ERSAP) in the 1990s 
have steadily degraded Egypt's social safety net. And for decades it has 
been nonstate providers, including Islamist groups, that have filled the 
gap for millions of Egyptians. For instance, in the years before the 2013 
military coup, the Brotherhood’s Islamic Medical Association (IMA) 
was serving approximately 2 million Egyptians annually.” One patient's 
complaint following the seizure of IMA facilities captured the frustra- 
tion: “The government neither provides us with hospitals suitable for 
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human beings, nor do they allow the hospitals that treat us well to con- 
tinue operating!”'> Suddenly shuttering this sprawling network risks 
provoking the very unrest that the regime intends to prevent. 

On the other hand, allowing this network to continue in its current 
form poses apparently unacceptable risks to the regime. For decades, 
the Brotherhood’s network of social services has deeply embedded itself 
in Egypt's cities and villages and earned the movement a reservoir of 
gratitude, if not outright support. So long as this network continues 
to exist, it will serve as a potential site of opposition against Egypt’s 
new rulers, a place where Brotherhood activists can build support by 
leveraging their resources to help Egyptians cope with their everyday 
problems. 

To balance their desire to repress the Brotherhood with the neces- 
sity of maintaining social stability, Egypt’s rulers are appointing their 
own management teams—composed of government bureaucrats 
and security service figures—to oversee these institutions. In effect, 
they seek to minimize social disruption while forcing out those 
individuals most likely to be a bridge to the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
organizational infrastructure, to the extent it still exists. Indeed, 
as security services forced out the management teams of hospital 
after hospital, regime officials continually stressed that the facilities 
would not close and that their quality would not suffer.’ And as 
part of the attempt to blunt the effect of the closures, other state 
actors, including the various state-owned and affiliated funds (Misr 
al-Khayr, Jamiyat Orman), have ramped up their efforts.” The mili- 
tary—Egypt’s institution of last resort—has also become directly 
involved in social provision, distributing boxes of food and organiz- 
ing medical caravans.'® 

The following sections detail how the regime has waged its campaign 
against the Brotherhood’s social service network through an examina- 
tion of the fates of two clusters of Brotherhood-afhliated institutions. 
The first examines one of the largest organizations that appeared on 
the list of community associations, the Muslim Brotherhood’s IMA. 
The second examines the regime’s efforts to control the Brotherhood’s 
schools. Together, these two case studies not only illustrate the 
regime’s attempt to uproot the Brotherhood’s vaunted service net- 
work but also set the stage for the chapter’s concluding discussion of 
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the lessons a new generation of Islamist activists—and those that 
study them—might potentially take from the episode. 


BROTHERHOOD MEDICAL NETWORKS 


Prominent Muslim Brotherhood leader Ahmed al-Malt founded the 
IMA in 1977 to provide high-quality medical care at an affordable cost. 
The IMA is the largest and oldest of the Brotherhood’s organized social 
service initiatives. On the eve of the military coup, the association oper- 
ated 22 hospitals and seven specialized medical centers (four dialysis 
centers, an ophthalmology center, a fertility center, and a center for 
those with special needs). In addition, the organization was also active 
in the provision of mobile “medical caravans” that sent groups of doc- 
tors across the country. 

Soon after the July 2013 coup, members of the security services vis- 
ited each of the IMA’s facilities to ensure that they were registered and 
that their paperwork was up to date. Additionally, the IMA was forced 
to cut ties with prominent members of the Muslim Brotherhood on its 
board, including Freedom and Justice Party parliamentarians Helmi 
Gazar and Gamal Heshmat. Other politically active Brotherhood per- 
sonalities involved with the organization, such as Mohi al-Zeit, the 
director of the flagship Central Charity Hospital in Nasr City, and 
Medhat Asem, the chairman of the IMA, managed to flee the country. 
Others, such as Wael Talib, a key figure in the establishment of the 
IMA’s facilities in Helwan, were arrested.” 

In December 2013, the IMA appeared on the list of Brotherhood- 
linked community associations targeted for an asset freeze. Shortly 
thereafter, the IMA responded with a front-page ad in the state daily 
al-Ahram pleading with the regime to allow it to continue operations 
“on behalf of 2 million sick and tens of thousands of those who receive 
kidney dialysis on a continuing basis, and premature infants, and those 
unable to pay for their treatment, as well as those who visit the hos- 
pitals.”!® Outside of the dialysis centers, it wasn’t initially clear how 
much the freeze actually affected the IMA’s ability to function. In an 
interview conducted in the immediate aftermath of the decision, one 
IMA manager remained optimistic that the asset freeze would be lifted 
within days.’ In an interview a few months later, the IMA’s director of 
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hospital management even claimed that three new hospitals were close 
to entering service.” 

This optimism was misplaced. The regime clamped down suddenly 
in early 2015, formally assuming control of the IMA and seizing its 
assets.” The management teams of the individual hospitals were dis- 
solved and reconstituted with pro-regime figures. Financial manag- 
ers came under extra scrutiny because, according to the regime, some 
of the IMA’s money was being used to “fund terrorism.”” Putting a 
point on the change in orientation, the IMA’s new chairman was the 
staunchly pro-regime cleric Ali Goma’a, the former Grand Mufti of 
Egypt.” Goma has been notorious for his anti-Brotherhood broad- 
sides, including a post-coup sermon where, speaking about pro-Morsi 
protests, he urged members of the military and police to “shoot them 
in the heart. ... We must cleanse our Egypt from these riffraff.””4 In the 
aftermath of the decision to nominate Goma’a, one patient at an IMA 
facility lamented that “the wolf now guards the sheep.”” 


THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD’S SCHOOLS 


The Brotherhood’s network of private schools serves as the second pil- 
lar of the group’s broader social service network. As with the IMA (and 
community associations in general), the legal basis for state control 
over the Brotherhood’s schools stems from the September 2013 court 
decision designating the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization. 
Like the community associations, these schools were initially assigned 
to a type of receivership but allowed to continue operating under the 
control of a Ministry of Education committee. (In a further insult 
to the Brotherhood, this authority is called the “June 30th Schools 
Committee.”) 

The regime specifically complained that the Brotherhood had used 
its schools to incite violence against the military and police.” For exam- 
ple, one parent of a student described Arabic lessons where students 
were told the army and police were killing protestors. She elaborated: 


If the teachers were speaking about a historical episode of conflict 
between good guys and bad guys, the teachers would editorialize that 
the bad guys in the story were analogous to today’s army and police. 
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The teachers would also inject politics into every discussion, and they 
would insist on describing the events of June 30 as a coup, rather 


than a revolution.’ 


The security services also directly intervened in the schools to arrest 
individuals they charged with recruiting for and organizing attacks on 
the regime.’ For their part, those affiliated with the schools not only 
reject the charges but also point out the absurdity of the investigations. 
For instance, according to the director of the Hiraa school network in 
Asyut, the regime introduced as evidence of the school’s radical orienta- 
tion a classroom cartoon of the Smurfs where one was apparently flash- 
ing the Rabaa (four fingers) sign, marking the August 14, 2013 Rabaa 
massacre of Muslim Brotherhood supporters.” 

In contrast to the relatively smooth takeover of the IMA, the regime’s 
efforts to bring the Brotherhood’s schools to heel have proceeded much 
more haltingly.°° One key bureaucratic hurdle is that all regime interac- 
tion with these facilities must run through the aforementioned June 30th 
Committee. The June 30th Committee guards its prerogatives fiercely — 
the courts have even indicted members of the Ministry of Education 
for dealing with the schools directly.%! In other cases, the Ministry of 
Education’s lack of an enforcement capacity has meant that the original 
boards of directors were able to essentially brush off the demands to dis- 
solve and continue to operate as if nothing had changed.” 

Another problematic issue (from the regime's point of view) is that 
the legal basis for seizing the Brotherhood’s property—the September 
2013 court decision—applies to corporate-owned assets only (for 
instance, the IMA). Yet many of those who own the schools are indi- 
viduals, including prominent Muslim Brotherhood members such as 
Wafa Mashour, a Brotherhood candidate in the 2010 parliamentary 
elections and daughter of former General Guide Mohamed Mashour 
(d. 2002); longtime parliamentarian Mohsen Radi; and Khadija 
al-Shater, daughter of prominent Brotherhood leader Khairat al-Shater. 

Despite their affiliations with the Muslim Brotherhood, a number of 
the schools’ owners have challenged the regime’s claim that it can seize 
their private property based on the September 2013 decision.** There 
have even been some successes—a number of schools immediately 
challenged the December 2013 finding that they were affiliated to the 
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Muslim Brotherhood, and three were reportedly released to their own- 
ers.>4 In late 2014, the owners of nine schools received a sympathetic 
hearing from lower court judges, who ruled that proceedings to seize 
their schools were not valid. In support of their opinion, the judges 
cited the Egyptian constitution’s protection of private property from 
seizure except in extreme circumstances.” 

This has led the Ministry of Justice and the security services to con- 
clude that the Ministry of Education is fundamentally incapable of 
bringing the schools to heel. For its part, the Ministry of Education 
claims that it lacks the enforcement capacity to fully implement the 
decision.’ Summarizing the spat, a/-Masry al-Youm (which has closely 
followed the case) pointed out: 


The Ministry of Education has failed to tighten control over the 
schools and implement the primary objective of the ruling on the 
seizure of the institutions: to “protect students’ minds from extrem- 
ism.” Instead, the Ministry of Education handled this as a mere for- 
mality, preferring instead to focus solely on managing the financial 
aspect of the schools’ operation without paying attention to what is 
actually happening behind the scenes (literally “in closed sections”).*” 


In January 2015, the government essentially rebooted its efforts to control 
the Brotherhood’s schools. As a first step, it began to inject “new blood” 
into the process, appointing new boards of directors for all the schools.*® 
Notably, the Ministry of Education emphasized that these new managers 
would all be precleared by the security services before assuming their duties, 
suggesting that earlier managers possessed sympathies with the Brotherhood 
(or at least antipathy toward the current regime).*? Government officials 
also propagated new guidelines for the schools that included a ban on 
female students and teachers wearing the niqab (full-face veil) and can- 
celled requirements that students wear the hijab (headscarf).“° According 
to Ministry of Education officials, the campaign is proceeding apace: In 
February 2015, the Minister of Education claimed that the Brotherhood’s 
network of schools was “85 percent under control.”“! 

The regime’s attempts to trim the branches of the Brotherhood’s 
education network received a boost from new antiterror legislation. In 
late February 2015, President Sissi signed into law a series of measures 
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giving Egyptian authorities wide powers to designate, detain, and 
confiscate the assets of groups deemed a threat to public order. (Not 
coincidentally, the September 2013 case dubbed the Brotherhood a 
threat to public order.)* In effect, this establishes a firmer legal basis 
for seizing the Brotherhood’s properties by closing the loophole many 
of the schools’ owners used to challenge the designation—that there 
was no legal basis to seize their private property. The regime wasted 
little time in applying the law, designating 18 high-profile Muslim 
Brotherhood members and seizing their assets in March 2015.47 With 
this new legislation in hand, in April 2015 a/-Masry al-Youm reported 
that the Minister of Education was preparing to tighten controls 
over the schools to ensure that they remained free of Brotherhood 
influence.“ 

The new legal effort seems to have done its job. By the time the 2016 
academic year began the schools had been completely restructured and 
were receiving students. Yet lingering suspicion of Brotherhood influ- 
ence meant that the schools were still subject to drop-in inspections 
and government screening of teachers.“ 


FOLLOWING THE LAW WILL NOT SAVE YOU 


A defining characteristic of mainstream Islamist groups in the Middle 
East has been their fundamental accommodation to the existence of 
current states. Mainstream Islamists participated in political systems, 
adopted national discourses, and largely subjugated their activism to 
regime laws. The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s historical concep- 
tion of social service provision as something to be pursued openly and 
subjugated to the state—rather than subversive activity in competition 
to it—is a prime example of this accommodation. 

From the organization’s outset, the Brotherhood registered its social 
service organizations with the relevant government authorities, includ- 
ing the Ministry of Social Solidarity, the Ministry of Education, the 
Ministry of Awqaf (for mosque-based charities), and the Ministry of 
Health. At the organization’s founding in 1928, Hassan al-Banna regis- 
tered the Muslim Brotherhood with the British-controlled monarchy. 
When the Ministry of Social Solidarity was established in 1939, all NGOs 
operating in Egypt were required to dissolve and reconstitute themselves 
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by following the new guidelines, which the Muslim Brotherhood did.*” 
In the post-Nasser period the organization likewise registered its social 
and civic activities with the government. The Brotherhood abided by 
these guidelines despite the fact that they gave the government tremen- 
dous power over the formation, operation, and even existence of their 
service networks.‘ In essence, for the Brotherhood, the benefits of free 
and legal operation outweighed the costs incurred by submitting to 
government regulation. 

This is why the regime’s crackdown on the Brotherhood’s social ser- 
vice institutions took the group by surprise: they were betting on their 
history of legal operation to protect them. In an interview in January 
of 2014, shortly after the IMA appeared on the list of Brotherhood- 
affiliated community associations, an IMA manager emphasized the 
organization's cooperation with the Ministry of Social Solidarity and 
expressed optimism that the IMA would soon sort things out with the 
government. As he claimed, “We arent the enemy of the state, we're 
part of it, despite the fact that we disagree with its policies.”“ Even 
after the regime takeover one year later, the IMA protested by point- 
ing to its history of good relations with the ministry. “Not only has the 
Ministry of Social Solidarity not recorded a violation over the past year,” 
the IMA’s director of public relations argued, “but it has praised the 
IMA!” Similarly, the Brotherhood argued that its network of schools 
adhered strictly to the Ministry of Education curriculum guidelines 
and that they operated in compliance with the law. 

Unfortunately for the Brotherhood, not only did the legal- 
ist approach fail to protect its network of social services from the 
regime, it actually facilitated efforts to dismember them. As Quintan 
Wiktorowicz argues, authoritarian regimes proliferate laws and guide- 
lines in civil society to render activism visible, and thus controllable.” 
When the regime decided to crack down on—or simply expropri- 
ate—the Brotherhood’s service network, the group’s legalist approach 
furnished the regime a ready-made “hit list” of properties, enterprises, 
and activists. 

The specific character of Egypt’s civil society laws also prevented the 
Brotherhood from using the court system to contest the regimes deci- 
sions. Specifically, Egypt’s Law of Associations (Law 84/2002) includes 


EGYPT 27 


a provision that gives the Ministry of Social Solidarity—and not an 
outside body such as Egypt’s courts—extraordinary power to adjudi- 
cate any disputes that occur between an association and the ministry.” 
So the Ministry of Social Solidarity can dissolve an association, which 
can then only appeal the dissolution order back to the ministry. In effect, 
this means that third parties have no jurisdiction over dissolution cases 
unless the Ministry of Social Solidarity allows it. This is why the regime’s 
campaign against the Brotherhood’s community associations has pro- 
ceeded so quickly: in late February of 2015 the Ministry dissolved 169 
institutions from the list, and on March 1 they dissolved 112 more.” 
A further 99 were dissolved in mid-March. Had the Brotherhood 
registered these social initiatives as businesses (as many of the schools 
were), it would have at least been able to contest the dissolution orders 
through the court system. 

The Egyptian regime’s unwillingness to tolerate a regulated and 
above-ground Islamist social service network potentially incentivizes 
the Brotherhood to shift activism underground, for instance, by provid- 
ing services through informal social networks rather than institutions. 
But this would require the Brotherhood to change how the provision 
is operated, not least because it would bias the provision against non- 
members. Not only would this protect the existence of the network 
from infiltrators, it would serve as a type of extra benefit that only those 
in the Brotherhood could access. 

A number of authors have examined the issue of social service provi- 
sion through the lens of organizational economics, to help understand 
how movements encourage members to participate in potentially costly 
activities, such as demonstrations and violence.” In contexts where activ- 
ism is risky, these authors argue, access to benefits such as social services 
must be contingent on participation in these activities or membership 
in the organization; otherwise, people will “free-ride” by accessing the 
benefits without paying the costs. So long as the Brotherhood—regime 
conflict continues, it incentivizes the Brotherhood to use social service 
provision to sustain such activism.’ 

Limiting services to protect the network from the government and 
incentivize high-risk activism would restrict the Brotherhood’s ability 
to attract those outside its ideological orbit. In fact, one reason the 
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Brotherhood was able to make inroads with non-Islamists prior to 2011 
was its broad and nonideological provision of social services. To the 
extent that the Brotherhood shifts the way it provides services to sur- 
vive the current period of repression, it may find it difficult to use those 
same networks to rebuild its social support at some future point. 


NAVIGATING THE MOVEMENT—PARTY DIVIDE 


The problems surrounding the provision of social services following 
the crackdown have exacerbated longstanding tensions between the 
Brotherhood’s broad goal of social transformation, to be achieved by the 
movement, and its narrow goal of political control, to be achieved by 
its party. Of course, the Brotherhood’s social services have always been 
political—in the sense that they were designed to link the group’s reli- 
gious mission to the everyday problems facing citizens, and thus build 
a reservoir of sympathy and support. But for decades the Brotherhood 
took pains to keep this social mission at arm’s length from the electoral 
one. Services were provided continuously and without the discrimina- 
tion, ideological litmus tests, or checks on political allegiance that we 
might expect if they were operated by a typical political machine. 

On the ground, balancing the imperatives of social activism and 
electoral mobilization was never easy, especially given the increasing 
prominence of electoral politics in the Middle East over the last twenty 
years. This shift, even in places where authoritarian regimes held tightly 
to political power, increased the pressure on Islamist groups to con- 
vert their social capital into electoral success. Eva Wegner, for instance, 
quotes a Moroccan Islamist who expresses frustration with how the two 
sides have blended together: 


In the past ten years we have invested too much in the party even 
though in our concept, our line of reasoning, this is only one part 
of our activities. We don’t want to focus too much on the political 
aspects; us as a cultural, educational association, we prefer to concen- 


trate on the educational and da’wa [missionary] issues.” 


However, the dramatic rise in the importance of politics after 2011 super- 
charged incentives to put all the movement’ assets in the narrow service 


EGYPT 29 


of electoral mobilization. Despite rhetoric about maintaining separa- 
tion between the political and nonpolitical aspects of the Brotherhood’s 
identity, citizens on the ground found it harder and harder to determine 
where one stopped and the other began.** This politicization reached 
its apogee during the Muslim Brotherhood—Freedom and Justice Party’s 
massive program of social service outreach, “Together We Build Egypt,” 
in the run-up to parliamentary elections in the summer of 2013 (the 
coup ended preparations for these elections). For roughly six months the 
Brotherhood used its social services to openly support the group’s politi- 
cal ambitions, assembling medical caravans, beautification campaigns, 
veterinary convoys, and other outreach efforts to help buttress the group’s 
sliding popularity. 

The post-2013 period has prompted some Brotherhood leaders 
to revisit the relationship between the party (hizb) and the social 
movement (/araka). This springs from two realizations. First, they 
believe that the post-2011 collapse of the wall between social services 
and partisan activism sowed confusion in the minds of Egyptians 
about the distinction between the movement and the political party. 
Second, some Brotherhood leaders do not want the inevitable disap- 
pointments of politics—losing elections, pursuing failed policies, 
compromising with ideological opponents, and so forth—to con- 
taminate or cast doubt on the Brotherhood’s longer-term mission 
of societal transformation. According to Amr Darrag, Freedom 
and Justice Party leader and cabinet minister in Mohamed Morsi’s 
government: 


It is clearly impossible for the group to compete politically against a 
large segment of the population but at the same time work alongside 
them socially. This is simply not achievable, and this is the largest 
mistake that took place. The Brotherhood bore the mistakes in [the 
party’s] political tactics, despite the fact that the party benefited from 
the Brotherhood’s support.” 


Darrag’s argument suggests that, at least among some in the organi- 
zation, there is a growing awareness of the need to separate the two 
halves of the movement, preventing the effects of political competition 
from bleeding into the social activism and vice versa.°’ Gamal Hesmat, 
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longtime Brotherhood parliamentarian and board member of the IMA, 
suggests that this idea has broad support: “The whole group is deter- 
mined to keep the competitive partisan side away from the educational 
and reform side and activities.” 

It is not just the Egyptian Brotherhood that is (re-)assessing the 
exact shape of the relations between party and movement. The cur- 
rent conflict between the Brotherhood and the regime in Jordan and 
inside the Jordanian Brotherhood itself touches in some ways on the 
distinction between party and movement. And Tunisias Ennahda 
party has moved to separate its da’wa functions from its electoral activ- 
ism. Prior to the party’s annual congress in May 2016, an Ennahda 
spokesman said that there would be complete separation between the 
political party and religious activism: “We (Ennahda) will focus on the 
political sphere, and as for social activities, including cultural, chari- 
table, preaching, and guidance, we will leave to the civil associations.” 
As Monica Marks summarized following the conference, this indeed 
happened: 


Many Ennahda leaders and supporters were initially skeptical of 
formalizing changes to the hizb-haraka (party-religious movement) 
relationship. Yet by spring 2016, most had come to support the revi- 
sions, which were carried by strong majorities of two thirds or greater 


in voting at this weekend’s congress.°4 


However, it remains to be seen how Ennahda manages this separation 
on the ground and, in particular, whether it can be maintained amidst 
the fluctuations in popularity with which every political party must 
inevitably grapple. 


CONCLUSION 


Since the July 3, 2013 military coup, Egypt’s new regime has dismem- 
bered the Muslim Brotherhood’s nationwide network of social services. 
Just as this threatens the livelihoods of millions of Egyptians who rely 
on these services to meet their daily needs, the campaign has also been 
a tremendous blow to the Brotherhood, which has for decades empha- 
sized the importance of social service provision to its overall mission. 
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The events of the past four years have essentially closed off the legal 
avenues for the Brotherhood to engage in social service provision. 

The tumult of the past five years has also highlighted the need for 
Islamist organizations to resolve, or at least clarify, the differences 
between their twin identities as social movements and political parties. 
This tension has been long-standing, but the dramatic political changes 
in places like Egypt and Tunisia add urgency to the question. Leaders 
in the Egyptian Brotherhood have identified this in retrospect, isolat- 
ing the group’s failure to demarcate where the social movement stopped 
and political party began as a key mistake of the period. In Tunisia, 
however, Ennahda has sought to preempt any confusion, agreeing to 
statutorily separate partisan activity from religious and social work. The 
real test of the durability of this separation, in Egypt, in Tunisia, or 
elsewhere, will come when the incentives to use service provision for 
political gain are strongest. 


2 


Tunisia 


Monica Marks 


SINCE ITS JANUARY 2011 revolution, Tunisia has carved out a special 
status as the only genuine, albeit fragile, Arab democracy. Regional 
tumult, however, has repeatedly reverberated through the country. 
Egypt’s July 2013 coupand the regional rise of violent Salafi-jihadism— 
embodied most powerfully by the Islamic State—sent shockwaves 
through Tunisia in 2012 and 2013, emboldening antidemocratic 
demands that threatened to destabilize its nascent democracy.! 
Neighboring Libya’s descent into near statelessness and Gulf actors’ 
willingness to bankroll reactionary projects in the region com- 
pounded these challenges.’ 

The Egyptian coup and rise of Salafi-jihadism posed especially 
thorny obstacles for Ennahda, the center-right Islamist party that led 
Tunisia’s coalition government from October 2011 to January 2014. 
A Tunisian religious party originating from the Muslim Brotherhood 
(Lkhwani) school of Islamism, Ennahda had never held power 
before.’ Instead, it was strictly banned for over 20 years under the 
regime of ex-president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, who attempted to 
label Ennahda a radically Islamist, even terrorist, actor in Tunisia’s 
unfree press. When Ennahda re-entered politics in early 2011, many 
Tunisians found its identity obscure and its democratic commit- 
ments suspect. As jihadist violence began spreading in Tunisia and 
the Muslim Brotherhood claimed victory in Egypt’s elections, many 
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Tunisians predicted that Ennahda—a poorly understood Islamist 
actor with presumably transnational sympathies—would actively aid 
or at least tacitly abet the importation of Salafi-jihadism and com- 
paratively conservative Egyptian-style Islamism to Tunisia.° 

This chapter examines how regional developments, specifically the 
rise of the Islamic State and Egypt’s coup, interacted with domestic 
political challenges to alter Ennahda’s political behavior. I argue that 
the primary effect of those twin shocks was to narrow Ennahda’s range 
of political maneuver, forcing it to adopt a more defensive, risk-averse 
posture. This was especially visible in Ennahda’s handling of issues 
related to revolutionary justice, most notably an electoral lustration law 
that would have prohibited former members of Ben Ali’s party from 
contesting Tunisia’s 2014 elections. Although Ennahda had initially 
supported the law, domestic political pressure—amplified by jihadist- 
perpetrated assassinations and Egypt’s summer 2013 coup—prompted 
its leadership to recant, ultimately blocking the law’s passage. 

The chapter concludes by positing that Ennahda itself isn’t merely 
“rethinking Islamism.” It is actively reformulating Tunisian Islamism, 
which it prefers to call “Tunisian Muslim democracy,” as a highly local- 
ized, long-term project predicated on canny compromise, a malleable 
message of cultural conservatism, and the survival of a democratic—if 
not necessarily secular-liberal—political system. 


A CONTEXT OF SUSPICION 


Ennahda is a religiously rooted party with origins in the Brotherhood- 
inspired sahwa, or spiritual revivalism that swept the Middle East 
during the 1970s. The Islamic Tendency Movement (MTD), a precur- 
sor to Ennahda, formed in 1981. It brought together conservatively 
oriented Tunisians who were disillusioned by the secularly flavored 
authoritarianism of presidents Habib Bourguiba (1956-1987) and Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali (1987—2011). The MTT’s early adherents were 
generally first-generation university students with family roots in the 
country’s interior and marginalized regions, who felt Islam offered 
guiding principles that could help reform society and politics.” In 1989, 
the group complied with a ban on religious references in party names 
and changed its name to Ennahda (The Renaissance). Nevertheless, 
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Ben Ali’s government rejected its application for recognition as a polit- 
ical party, so Ennahda ran its candidates as independents in the 1989 
elections. 

Ennahda’s desire to enter multiparty politics and its compliance with 
the regime’s rules of the game did little to assuage the worries of Ben Ali, 
who sensed a political threat in Ennahda’s strong support base and reli- 
giously rooted critiques of corruption, authoritarianism, and Western 
secularization. Like Bourguiba before him, Ben Ali sought to vilify 
Ennahda as extremist and even terrorist in nature. Reneging on early 
promises to initiate a democratic opening, or changement, in Tunisia, 
Ben Ali cancelled the 1989 elections after a stronger-than-expected 
showing from the Ennahda-affiliated independents, and instead used 
electoral lists to round up Ennahda members and their families.* Many 
nahdawis (Ennahda members) fled for exile, mostly to Western Europe. 
Thousands more remained in Tunisia, where many were jailed as politi- 
cal prisoners, along with leftists and other regime critics, during the 
1990s and early 2000s. 

The Ben Ali regime subjected Ennahda members and their fami- 
lies to numerous human rights abuses. These most commonly included 
blacklisting from employment and educational opportunities; obliga- 
tion to register at police stations multiple times daily or weekly; and 
police harassment that sometimes involved sexual abuse, rape, and tor- 
ture of both men and women.’ Even Ennahda members in exile were 
routinely harassed, monitored, and denied important paperwork by 
employees of Tunisia’s interior ministry, many of whom set up shop in 
the country’s embassies abroad. 

Following Tunisia’s revolution, Ennahda’s exiled leaders returned and 
its underground activists re-emerged. Yet the party faced a steep uphill 
climb. Given the extent of repression, Ben Ali’s determination to equate 
Ennahda with terrorism, and the near complete absence of countervail- 
ing messages in Tunisian media, Ennahda re-entered Tunisian politics 
amid widespread suspicion that its democratic claims were not credible. 

Early on, Ennahda fulfilled two pre-electoral promises: not sup- 
porting a presidential candidate in the October 2011 elections and 
entering into a cross-ideological coalition government with two 
secular parties.” These steps did little, however, to persuade many 
Tunisians that Ennahda—which claimed to be a democratic, Tunisian 
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party—wasn‘ actually an illiberal, imported franchise of Egypt’s Muslim 
Brotherhood. Suspicions ran especially high among secularly oriented 
Tunisians, many of whom feared Ennahda aimed to quite literally 
“re-orient’ Tunisia away from Europe and its regionally progressive 
stances on women’s rights toward the more conservative Arab east. 


THE EGYPTIAN MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD: NOT A MODEL 


Curious to learn how Ennahda itself might rule if it won the October 
2o11 elections, I conducted open-ended interviews with approximately 
80 Ennahda leaders, grassroots activists, and party supporters over the 
summer of 2011. I asked 72 of them what kind of Islamist party, or 
Islamic governance model, Ennahda aspired to emulate. To my sur- 
prise at the time, not a single respondent volunteered the Egyptian 
Brotherhood as an inspiring example. 

Instead, nahdawis at all levels tended to cast Ennahda as the enlight- 
ened cousin to the Egyptian Brotherhood’s more recalcitrant older 
uncle. “We are related, yes, and we continue to be inspired by some of 
their ideas,” said Ennahda leader Said Ferjani at the party’s headquar- 
ters. “But we also have our own ideas ... and we have been moving 
forward for a long time. ... We get our color [character] from Tunisia, 
which is often more open [than Egypt].”" 

In fact, few nahdawis mentioned the Brotherhood at all unless 
explicitly prompted on whether it provided a model. “What about the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood?” I pressed Yesmin Masmoudi, a 24- 
year-old who volunteered at Ennahda’s youth wing in Sfax: “Ennahda 
took inspiration from Hassan al-Banna and other Brotherhood lead- 
ers over the years—can they be a model today?” She shook her head 
and smiled, waving a contradictory hand in the air. “Ask anyone in 
Ennahda. We are more advanced than the Brotherhood. We look to the 
Turkish model ... modern and Muslim at the same time.”” 

Interestingly, like Yesmin, the vast majority of nahdawis at all levels 
of the party offered Turkey’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) as 
the most relevant model. They described AKP as embodying an envi- 
able combination of piety, prosperity, and democratic credibility.’ 
Ennahda president Rached Ghannouchi praised the Turkish model in 
August 2011, emphasizing the importance of pragmatic gradualism over 
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maximalism: “AKP will gradually make Turkey a more Muslim country, 
through education, building the economy, and diversifying the media. 
That's our model—not law. Make people love Islam. Convince, don’t 
coerce them.”"4 

Party leaders, including Ghannouchi and other individuals who 
returned from exile, also frequently invoked Germany's Christian 
Democrats in summer 2011, saying that Ennahda likewise sees itself as 
a conservative democratic party with a religious reference that favors a 
liberal, open economy. Most Ennahda leaders at the time appeared less 
familiar with other regional Islamist parties like Morocco’s Justice and 
Development Party (PJD) and characterized theocratic regimes in Iran 
and Saudi Arabia as hypocritical examples to avoid. 

Whereas Ennahda leaders in 2011 saw Turkey's AKP and Germany's 
Christian Democrats as positive, relevant examples, they felt Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood could at times use their advice. “In Egypt the 
Brotherhood made the worst decision,” said Osama Essaghir, an 
Ennahda Member of Parliament and member of the party’s 150-member 
Shura Council.” “They decided to govern alone.” 


One president, all alone with the powers. ... That was very unwise. 
The day after [Brotherhood member Mohamed] Morsi won the 
[presidential] election, Sheikh Rached [Ghannouchi] flew to Egypt 
for one reason, just to tell Morsi one thing: do mot govern alone.'® 


LONG-TERMISM 


Leading voices in Ennahda expressed support for a long-term, mini- 
malist approach well before Egypt’s 2013 coup.” In June 2o11, for exam- 
ple, Ghannouchi vowed that Ennahda would share power in a coalition 
government even if it won an outright majority in the October elec- 
tions. In making the case for strategic minimalism, Ennahda lead- 
ers frequently invoked the example of Algeria in 1990 and 1991, when 
the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) won first municipal elections and 
then the first round of parliamentary elections. Their victory spooked 
Algerias military regime, which aborted the elections and initiated a 
broad crackdown on Islamists—sparking a civil war that lasted over a 
decade and claimed as many as 200,000 lives.” 
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Ennahda leaders learned an important lesson from Algeria’s expe- 
rience, and from their own similar experience in 1989: namely, that 
prioritizing a politics of pragmatic gradualism—one that placed par- 
ticipation and long-term survival ahead of potentially fleeting short- 
term victories—represented the wisest path.”° Unsurprisingly, given the 
Egyptian Brotherhood’s comparatively maximalist approach, nahdawi 
frustrations with the Brotherhood frequently surfaced from late 2011 to 
mid-2013. “They are sacrificing a major opportunity to show that Islam 
and democracy are compatible,” fumed one member of Ennahda’s 
Executive Committee in December 2012. “This will hurt us if they 
keep on,” the member said, acknowledging that Ennahda was often 
judged—unfairly, in their view—by the Brotherhood’s actions.”! 

In what other Ennahda leaders later characterized as an effort to 
avert impending political disaster in Egypt, Ghannouchi delivered a 
speech in Cairo on June 4, 2013.” In the speech, Ghannouchi warned 
against “democracy of the majority,” stressing that “a balance of power 
should be maintained.” “Every society is diverse,” he said, “and so we 
have to accept this diversity or face .. . conflict and chaos.” 

One month later, on July 3, 2013, Mohamed Morsi was overthrown 
in a military coup that, though popular among many Egyptians at 
the time, heralded the utter reversal of Egypt’s democratic transition. 
Nahdawis felt outraged by what they perceived as the antidemocratic 
overthrow of a justly elected president. Few in Ennahda’s leadership, 
though, were truly surprised, having looked on with concern from 
Tunisia for months as Egypt’s political situation deteriorated—partially, 
in their view, because of the Brotherhood’s stubborn unilateralism. 

In contrast to their relative equanimity after the coup, however, those 
same nahdawis were shocked by the subsequent massacre at Rabaa 
al-Adawiyya Square in Cairo, where approximately 1,000 people—most 
of them Brotherhood supporters—were killed a month later.” The 
United States and European Union responded tepidly to the coup and its 
bloody aftermath, reminding Ennahda leaders that—despite President 
Barack Obama’s fleeting entreaty that America values “the dignity of the 
street vendor in Tunisia more than the raw power of the dictator’—the 
pre-Arab Spring paradigm, which prized authoritarian stability over 
democracy, still held sway in most Western capitals.” Regional support 
for Egypt’s dictatorial new president, General Abdel Fattah al-Sissi, was 
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even swifter, with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates bustling 
to bankroll his regime to the tune of billions of dollars.¢ 

Such international support for Egypt’ authoritarian reversal 
increased feelings of fear and isolation among nahdawis, who—despite 
firmly stressing that Ennahda was not a franchise of the Brotherhood— 
still felt a sense of ideological and historical kinship with it.” The coup 
in Egypt, its bloody aftermath, and the near complete absence of inter- 
national condemnation against Sissi prompted Ennahda’s leaders to 
take more seriously the possibility of democratic reversal in Tunisia. 
Many shuddered as they realized their country represented the sole 
democratic holdout in a region whose headwinds were blowing in a 
decidedly counterrevolutionary direction. 

The coup and its aftermath also blunted Ennahda’s increasingly 
critical approach to the Brotherhood. Nahdawis who had expressed 
strong reservations about the Brotherhood in interviews prior to the 
July 2013 coup seemed far more sympathetic and far less inclined to 
criticize afterward. This was especially true after the Rabaa massacre.” 
Some began wearing yellow Rabaa pins and stickers to demonstrate 
their solidarity with the victims. A huge number of nahdawis at every 
level of the party changed their Twitter and Facebook photos to the 
yellow Rabaa symbol. Many said Rabaa stood as a visceral reminder 
of the oppression they and their families experienced under Ben Ali. 
Counterrevolutionary reversal, which had previously struck some nah- 
dawis as a distant possibility, suddenly seemed frightfully plausible. 


THE RISE OF SALAFI-JIHADISM IN TUNISIA 


Meanwhile, as the coup in Egypt was brewing, another regional shock— 
the sharp rise of violent Salafi-jihadism—was wreaking havoc at home 
in Tunisia. 

The post-revolutionary rise of Salafi-jihadism in Tunisia—which 
pre-dated but ultimately intersected with the formation of the Islamic 
State—was a byproduct of both regional and local events. Tunisians 
had been heavily represented in prior waves of global jihad, including 
Afghanistan in the 1980s, Bosnia in the 1990s, and Iraq in the 2000s. 
Veterans of those prior jihads imprisoned in Tunisian jails under Ben 
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Ali used incarceration as a networking opportunity. Following their 
release in a general amnesty in spring 2011, some of those veteran jihad- 
ists, including the infamous firebrand Abu lyadh, resumed recruiting. 
The laissez-faire landscape of post-revolutionary Tunisia, character- 
ized by a temporary retraction of the security apparatus, also played a 
role. During that period, the stifling monolith of Ben Ali’s regime— 
whose Interior Ministry strictly prohibited long beards, full-body veils 
(nigabs), and other forms of religious expression—receded to reveal a 
diverse population clamoring to be heard. 

The young people who drove Tunisia’s Salafi-jihadist surge tended 
to hail chiefly, but not entirely, from socioeconomically marginalized 
backgrounds.” Eager for meaning, rebellious, and imbued with a sense 
of revolutionary idealism, many viewed the Salafi-jihadist identity as 
exciting, countercultural, and hugely inspiring in its promise of a uto- 
pian ultra-Islamist future.*° Salafi-jihadism in early post-revolutionary 
Tunisia was not a well-defined movement, but rather, as some schol- 
ars have recognized, a slippery “mouvance.”*! Some self-proclaimed 
Salafi-jihadists committed acts of violence, vandalizing Sufi shrines and 
attacking liquor stores. Others, however, claimed a forceful preaching 
campaign—not physical violence—was the proper way to interpret 
jihad, or holy struggle, in Tunisia. 

While local and personal factors often drove interest in Salafism 
as a countercultural identity, one regional pull factor transformed it 
into something more transnational and more dangerous. Starting in 
mid-2o11, the Syrian civil war, spurred by Bashar al-Assad’s increasingly 
bloody crackdown, lured many young Tunisians to travel for violent 
jihad. Both male and female self-proclaimed Salafi-jihadists I spoke with 
in Tunisia between 2011 and early 2014 described the fight against Assad 
in rhapsodic terms as exciting and honorable—a chance at adventure, 
a shortcut to purpose, and an opportunity to liberate one’s Muslim 
brothers and sisters from the yoke of brutality. The Syrian jihad began 
developing a “start-up” quality as the Islamic State rose to prominence 
in 2014, declaring itself a worldwide caliphate and gobbling up large 
swathes of territory.” Ultimately, more than 6,000 young Tunisians 
are estimated to have joined jihadist groups fighting in Iraq and Syria. 
Many of them joined the Islamic State. 
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“OUR CHILDREN?” ENNAHDA'S EARLY APPROACH 
TO SALAFI-JIHADISM 


Many Tunisians, nahdawis included, were not entirely sure what to 
make of young Salafi-jihadists when they burst onto the scene in 2011. 
Ennahda was familiar with and had historical ties to “quietist” Salafism, 
or salafiyya ‘ilmiyya>4 But the newer trend of Salafi-jihadism—spear- 
headed by aggressive, sometimes violent young people who preached 
loudly and publically, frequently harassed women they regarded as 
inappropriately dressed, and sometimes attacked Sufi shrines—bewil- 
dered Ennahda.” 

In 2011 and 2012, as Salafi-jihadists grew more visible—and disrup- 
tive—in Tunisia’s public squares, Ennahda leaders missed vital oppor- 
tunities to roundly condemn Salafi violence and instead tended to look 
on with a kind of puzzled pity. Most nahdawis initially regarded Salafi- 
jihadist youths as misguided victims of Ben Ali’s religious oppression 
who needed socioeconomic and especially spiritual outreach.’ 

Ennahda members and leaders blamed Ben Ali for having under- 
mined religious education in Tunisia to such an extent that young 
people—desperate for a sense of authenticity and meaning—turned 
to foreign Salafi-jihadist preachers online, often from Gulf states such 
as Saudi Arabia. Bourguiba, according to many nahdawis, had laid 
the groundwork for religious desiccation in Tunisia by sidelining the 
Zaytouna, Tunisia’s historic center of religious learning, analogous 
to Egypt’s al-Azhar. Yet it was Ben Ali, they insisted, who bore pri- 
mary responsibility for the jihadist trend, because he took Bourguiba’s 
approach much further, weakening the quality of Arabic language and 
religious education in public schools and vehemently suppressing nah- 
dawi Islamists. 

With no locally legitimate model of religiosity, nahdawis argued, an 
entire generation of young Tunisians were rendered vulnerable to Wahhabi- 
inspired literalism. Nahdawis characterized such literalism, which they said 
spread through online videos and publications created by preachers in the 
Gulf, as simplistic and inimical to Tunisia’s tradition of Zaytouna-oriented 
reformism. The antidote, Ennahda argued, lay in reactivating locally legiti- 
mate sources of religious knowledge and scholarship. This meant reviv- 
ing the Zaytouna as a seat of Islamic learning, improving the quality of 
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religious education in schools, and engaging in religiously oriented civil 
society outreach to re-educate wayward young Salafis. 

The other half of the solution, according to Ennahda, required pro- 
moting political inclusion for Salafis. Ennahda leaders hoped young 
Salafi-jihadists would be persuaded to support nonviolent political par- 
ties, such as a clutch of Salafi parties formed in 2011 and 2012. These 
included Hizb al-Asala (the Authenticity Party) and Jabhat al-Islah 
(the Reform Front), parties led by older men who advocated rigidly 
Islamist aims within the framework of multiparty democracy. Nahdawi 
leaders were great believers in the inclusion-moderation hypothesis— 
the idea, much studied by political scientists, that parties moderate as 
they participate in democratic systems. They believed that encouraging 
young Salafi-jihadists to participate politically, rather than excluding or 
oppressing them, would prompt them to integrate and moderate their 
positions. 

Nahdawis’ initial hesitation to adopt a securitized approach against 
Salafi-jihadists was heavily informed by their own experiences of oppres- 
sion. Engagement, dialogue, Islamic education, and political inclusion, 
they felt, represented the best short-term options to contain and redi- 
rect jihadist anger, hopefully moving young Salafis toward milder, more 
realistic views. 

This approach can be observed in a controversial leaked video, likely 
recorded in spring 2012, in which Rached Ghannouchi addressed a 
group of young Salafis. In the video, Ghannouchi entreats them to move 
slowly and consolidate gains lest—as in Algeria in 1991 and Tunisia in 
1989—the speed of Islamist advancement spooks opponents. “We all 
went through the same and we suffered,” Ghannouchi told them. 


Now you want to have a TV [station], radio [station], schools, and 
invite preachers. Why are you rushing things? ... Do you think what 
we achieved cannot be taken away? This is what we thought when 
we were in Algeria in the nineties. ... It turns out we misjudged the 
situation and went backwards. 


But to the young Salafi-jihadists Ennahda’s leaders were trying to mol- 
lify, the party’s “bishwaya bishwaya” (slowly, slowly) approach seemed 
patronizing and paternalistic. “They constantly refer to us as their 
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‘children’ and try to tell us how we should behave,” said Houda, a 24- 
year-old student, in August 2012. Houda identified as Salafi-jihadist 
and a member of Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia (AST), the most prominent 
Salafi-jihadist group in Tunisia between the revolution and the rise of 
the Islamic State.*” 


Be calm, our children. Go slowly, they say. But all their going slowly 
hasn't brought any results. They gave up sharia, they listen to the 
West.... I don’t see what makes them so Islamic. They use lies to 
manipulate people just like any other party. Maybe they should be 
listening to us! We’re going to make a change.*® 


Houda was one of 18 Salafi-jihadist youths, mostly women, whom I 
interviewed throughout 2012 and 2013, sometimes having meals with 
their families and staying over at their homes. Eleven of the eighteen 
had parents who identified with, but were not active in, Ennahda. Most 
of their families came from poorer urban or rural areas, and none of the 
nahdawi parents held university degrees. 

Houda’s mother and father, although not active in any Ennahda 
structures, supported the party and voted for it in the 201 elec- 
tions. Both expressed confusion with their daughter's choice to wear 
the niqab, or face veil, which she donned in February 2011, a month 
after the revolution. They discouraged her from participating in Ansar 
al-Sharia activities like da’wa (preaching) tents in which she and other 
young women would distribute conservative religious pamphlets to 
passersby. “I don’t know why she does this,” said Houda’s mother to 
me in the kitchen while cleaning up after dinner one night. “The hijab 
(headscarf) is enough. She doesn’t need to wear the niqab. I guess she’s 
making a statement.”* 

These parents were not core Ennahda activists or leaders. Yet their 
experience as parents who identified with Ennahda’s brand of center- 
right Islamism but felt deeply confused by their children’s preference 
for radical Salafism paralleled Ennahda leaders’ tendency to feel almost 
parental responsibility for the Salafi-jihadist youth they believed had 
gone astray. Nahdawi leaders’ desire to calm down rather than crack 
down on Salafi-jihadist youth, their reluctance to employ harsh secu- 
rity measures against them, and their habit of referring to them as 
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“children” who had lost their way all reflected a generational divide 
that sometimes manifested itself within families. 


CRACKDOWN AND (RE)SECURITIZATION 


Throughout 2012 and 2013, acts of Salafi-jihadist violence intensified. 
The September 2012 attack on the U.S. embassy and neighboring 
American school in Tunis was followed by two high-profile political 
assassinations in 2013. Each act of violence was planned and perpe- 
trated by Salafi-jihadist groups, significantly increasing the political 
cost of maintaining a soft, inclusion-driven approach to Salafi-jihadism 
and the rise of Salafism more generally.4? Meanwhile, more and more 
families were losing children to the jihad in Syria, with thousands of 
families affected. Fathers were filmed on national news programs jour- 
neying to Syria to find their sons; weeping mothers clasped pictures of 
their children, wondering whether they were still alive. 

By Spring 2013, it had become clear to Ennahda leaders that their 
approach wasn’t working. In April 2013, Ennahda declared Ansar al- 
Sharia a terror organization. In May 2013, the Ennahda-led coalition 
government faced off with Ansar al-Sharia in what was aptly termed a 
“public game of chicken” when the group tried to hold a large public 
conference in the city of Kairouan, located about three hours south of 
Tunis.“! The government won. The conference organizers were denied a 
permit to hold the event. The conference date passed with less tumult 
than expected, despite some clashes between law enforcement and Ansar 
al-Sharia supporters in poor suburbs of Tunis where the Salafi-jihadist 
presence was especially strong. 

For a large segment of the Tunisian public, though, as well as many 
scholars and analysts, Ennahda’s response came too little too late. The 
party was roundly criticized for adopting a “slow and ambiguous” 
approach to Salafi-jihadism.*” Its missteps were deftly exploited by Nidaa 
Tunis, an anti-Islamist party founded in mid-2012 driven by ex-officials 
from the Bourguiba and Ben Ali regimes as well as leftists and business 
elites. In Tunisia’s fall 2014 elections, Nidaa Tunis cruised to parliamen- 
tary and presidential victories on promises to govern as capable rijal 
al-dawla (statesmen) who would restore the integrity and prestige of the 
state after years of nahdawi mismanagement—failures Nidaa ascribed 
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not just to incompetence, but to what it claimed were Ennahda’s covert 
links with violent extremism. 

Since cracking down on Ansar al-Sharia, Ennahda has advocated a 
more securitized approach to Salafi-jihadism. Nahdawis I interviewed 
on the subject in 2013 and 2014 expressed discomfort with ongoing 
police brutality in Tunisia and the renewed spread of certain forms 
of Ben Ali—era police abuse. These have often targeted young people 
in poorer neighborhoods, particularly those sporting visible markers 
of Salafi conservatism like beards and niqabs. Though nahdawis pri- 
vately criticized these trends, they have also stressed that the rise of 
Salafi-jihadism locally, embedded in the broader regional context of 
the Islamic State and transnational jihadist terrorism, has increased 
the political cost of voicing objection to troubling security measures. 
Hoping to be seen as a responsible team player, Ennahda adopted a 
more defensive, risk-averse posture on Salafism and security. 

Following the Bardo museum attack of March 2015, which killed 22 
and injured more than 50 people, for instance, Ennahda immediately 
released a statement voicing its support for a new antiterrorism draft 
bill that permitted extended incommunicado detention and weakened 
due process protection for terrorism suspects. “If we say anything 
against this law, people will conclude that we support the Salafis ideo- 
logically,” said one member of Ennahda’s Shura Council. “Then we'll be 
back where we were in 2011. ... That’s too big a risk.”“4 The law passed 
in July 2015 with unanimous nahdawi support. 


THE BARDO CRISIS 


Dissatisfaction with Tunisia’s post-revolutionary government had been 
brewing since the Ennahda-led coalition assumed power in late 2011. 
Tunisians’ everyday, lived realities—marked by high inflation, low 
wages, persistent unemployment, widespread corruption, and fear 
of insecurity—fell depressingly short of their revolutionary expecta- 
tions. By mid-2013, unemployment rates remained stubbornly high, 
precious few visible infrastructure improvements had been made, and 
terrorism seemed to be rising. Such broad-based grievances played 
a major role in provoking opposition to the Ennahda-led coalition. 
Compounding these were suspicions that Ennahda’s Islamist identity 
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made it ideologically sympathetic to, if not actively supportive of, 
Salafi-jihadism. 

Opposition figures in the leftist front, Jebha Chaabia, and Nidaa 
Tunis characterized Ennahda as an incompetent, retrograde group of 
outsiders whose attempt to import Brotherhood-style Islamism from the 
East had no place in indigenous Tunisian culture. Both groups sought to 
associate Ennahda with the failures of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and 
accused it of enabling jihadism in Tunisia. Jebha Chaabia, which lost 
one of its MPs, Chokri Belaid, to a jihadist-perpetrated assassination on 
February 6, 2013, held Ennahda directly responsible for his death. 

Belaid’s assassination triggered massive street protests in Tunis. 
Dissatisfaction with what many Tunisians saw as either Ennahda’s 
incompetence, at best, or its Islamist-inspired indulgence of violent 
extremism, at worst, was widespread. Opposition parties, meanwhile, 
saw opportunity in the midst of tragedy as Belaid’s assassination shook 
Ennahda’s claims to popular legitimacy and support. 

Ennahda’s opponents felt further empowered by the success of 
Egypt's Zamarrod (Rebellion) movement in summer 2013. Tamarrod, 
which originally aimed to force Morsi to call early elections, ended up 
triggering the July 3, 2013 coup that toppled him from power. Secular 
critics of Ennahda formed a copycat Tunisian Tamarrod movement, 
flanked by support from the political parties Nidaa Tunis and Jebha 
Chaabia. 

Leaders of these parties, including Nidaa Tunis founder and presi- 
dent Beji Caid Essebsi, had decried the Ennahda-led government as ille- 
gitimate since late 2012, when it became clear the National Constituent 
Assembly (NCA) would not fulfill its pre-election pledge of completing 
a new constitution and arranging parliamentary elections within a one- 
year timeline. The coup against Morsi in Egypt, however, injected 
Ennahda’s critics with a boost of confidence. 

Essebsi dubbed the coup Egypt’s “second revolution” and, along 
with other opponents of Ennahda, redoubled calls for Ennahda and 
its coalition partners to cede power to an unelected group of sup- 
posedly apolitical technocrats. They also called for the Constituent 
Assembly—the elected legislature drafting a new and hopefully 
democratically representative constitution—to be disbanded. Such 
a scenario would have enabled Nidaa Tunis and Jebha Chaabia 


46 COUNTRIES 


to oust Ennahda and secure levers of governmental power through 
non-electoral means. 

Despite the rise of a relatively small Tamarrod movement in Tunisia 
and the rhetorical support opposition leaders lent to a soft coup, efforts 
to topple Tunisia’s governing coalition did not enjoy the backing of a 
large protest movement**—not, at least, until a second political assas- 
sination took place. 

On July 25, 2013, jihadists assassinated Mohamed Brahmi. Like 
Chokri Belaid, Brahmi was an MP in Jebha Chaabia, which already 
held Ennahda responsible for Belaid’s death. Brahmi’s assassination 
tossed a lit match into a powder keg of political tension, transforming 
an already tense situation into a moment that threatened the entirety of 
the democratic transition. 

Thousands of protesters streamed nightly into Bardo square, directly 
outside the Constituent Assembly, chanting for the government to 
resign. Ennahda balked, unwilling to cede its democratic mandate to 
a nebulous group of Nidaa-friendly technocrats who may or may not 
have derailed the transition. Nidaa Tunis, for its part, drew on rheto- 
ric used in the anti-Morsi protests, claiming that, though unelected, 
their party possessed “shariiya al-shara” (street legitimacy). Throughout 
August 2013, Ennahda and Nidaa Tunis rallied competing groups of 
protesters in the capital.“ Though Ennahda claimed electoral legiti- 
macy, the competition quickly became centered on questions of street 
legitimacy, with both actors vying to see which party could gather the 
largest number of people. 

The Bardo standoff was ultimately resolved through a protracted 
National Dialogue process. A quartet of civil society actors, led by 
Tunisia’s powerful trade union, the UGTT, later won a Nobel Peace 
Prize for its successful reconciliation efforts.“* In January 2014, outgo- 
ing Ennahda prime minister Ali Laarayedh signed Tunisia’s new con- 
stitution into law. Two days later he handed power to a technocratic 
caretaker government. The transition, though threatened, continued. 


THE LUSTRATION ISSUE: TESTING ENNAHDA'S LONG-TERMISM 


A critical component of resolving the Bardo crisis was Ennahda lead- 
ers’ ultimate willingness not only to step down from power, but also 
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to oppose passage of a controversial lustration law. This legislation, 
referred to as ganun tahseen al-thawra (law to immunize, or protect, the 
revolution) by its proponents and as ganun al-igsa (exclusion law) by its 
opponents, would have prohibited ex-members of Ben Ali’s disbanded 
party, the Constitutional Democratic Rally (RCD), from contesting 
Tunisia’s 2014 elections. 

Throughout the constitutional drafting process, Ennahda had— 
largely as a result of pressure placed upon it by civil society groups— 
compromised on a number of ideological issues. It walked back 
language describing men and women as “complementary,” retracted 
an article that would have criminalized blasphemy, and abandoned 
efforts to include sharia as a source of legislation. None of these classi- 
cally Islamist sticking points, however, created as much discord within 
Ennahda itself as the debate over abandoning the electoral lustration 
law, which was immensely popular inside the party. 

The Congress for the Republic (CPR), one of Enanhda’s coalition 
partners and the most vocally pro—revolution party in the NCA, first 
proposed lustration legislation in spring 2012 to prohibit ex-members 
of the RCD from contesting elections for five years. Ennahda cast an 
internal vote of support for the law at its ninth party congress in July 
2012. Over the following year, leading members of Ennahda generally 
described lustration as a natural and necessary step to protect the revolu- 
tion.” They referenced other post-authoritarian countries that adopted 
such legislation, claiming lustration would protect Tunisia’s nascent 
democracy from old regime actors. 

By summer 2033, it appeared the NCA would likely adopt the lustra- 
tion law. On June 28, 2013, parties in the NCA voted to move discus- 
sion of the legislation forward onto the floor for general debate. The 
law enjoyed broad cross-ideological support: the CPR and the majority 
of Ennahda parliamentarians, as well as many members of anti-Islamist 
leftist trends, strongly favored lustration. 

As the summer drew to aclose, however, some members of Ennahda’s 
leadership came to view lustration as politically infeasible. The com- 
bined effects of the Egypt coup, Mohamed Brahmi’s assassination, and 
the subsequent Bardo crisis severely constricted Ennahda’s margin of 
strategic maneuver, raising the potential costs of pursuing lustration. 
Even at a time of relative stability, lustration legislation could have 
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created a constituency for a coup. Passage of a lustration law would 
have disqualified Beji Caid Essebsi, founder of Nidaa Tunis and scion 
of Tunisia’s anti-Islamist opposition—a man most Tunisians, even as 
early as 2013, believed would become the next president—from hold- 
ing office.’ 

In such a volatile context, pursuit of lustration had become espe- 
cially dangerous, something which Rached Ghannouchi realized. On 
August 25, 2013, he appeared on Nessma TV, a channel especially popu- 
lar with Nidaa Tunis supporters, to reassure viewers that the lustra- 
tion law would not be passed. Such reassurance would, he hoped, quell 
Nidaa’s fears of electoral marginalization, possibly luring them to the 
bargaining table.” The following week, Ghannouchi met with Essebsi 
in Paris, raising speculation that a negotiated settlement to the impasse 
might be possible. 

Ghannouchi’s willingness to sacrifice lustration on the altar of a nego- 
tiated political settlement created immense tension within Ennahda. 
Ghannouchi superseded the will of the party’s top governing body, the 
Shura Council, which had consistently expressed support for lustra- 
tion. Many Shura Council members criticized Ghannouchi for both 
subverting strongly valued institutional procedure and sacrificing revo- 
lutionary principles. 

Council members defied Ghannouchi’s wishes by pushing again for 
the passage of lustration legislation, in conjunction with Ennahda’s 
secular partners in the coalition government. In mid-December 2013, 
the NCA, with the support of most Ennahda MPs, attempted to attach 
a lustration provision to comprehensive transitional justice legislation. 
Realizing the continued popularity of lustration within Ennahda’s leg- 
islative bloc, as well as its immense political risks, Ghannouchi went 
to the NCA to personally lobby Ennahda MPs to abandon lustration. 

The December 20133 transitional justice law ultimately passed with- 
out a lustration provision. But the issue of lustration came up one last 
time on April 30, 2014. Despite Ghannouchi’s months of lobbying, 
Article 167—-which would have barred anyone who held a position of 
responsibility in the RCD from running in Tunisia’s 2014 parliamentary 
elections—very nearly passed. Torn between political imperatives and 
revolutionary principles, many Ennahda MPs known for their strong 
attendance record punted by either abstaining or failing to attend the 


TUNISIA 49 


Constituent Assembly on the day of voting. Ultimately, thirty-nine 
Ennahda MPs voted for the article, directly contravening Ghannouchi’s 
leadership. Only five voted against. In the end, Article 167 failed to pass 
by just a single vote—that of an Ennahda MP who, at the last minute, 
switched his vote of support to one of abstention. 

In his attempt to convince Ennahda MPs that lustration was best 
avoided, Ghannouchi used both political and religious arguments. 
Politically, Ghannouchi stressed that Tunisia was in a fragile period of 
transitional politics. In such a period, he argued, apparent gains could 
easily be reversed. Inclusive power-sharing, therefore, represented the 
best path to success—both for the self-interested survival of Ennahda 
and for the viability of Tunisia’s transition as a whole. Religiously, 
Ghannouchi often invoked a parable involving the Prophet Mohamed 
to illustrate the wisdom of inclusion. “When the Prophet Mohamed 
stood victorious in Mecca,” Ghannouchi said, “he told the infidels who 
did not believe in him, ‘Adhabu, fa-antum al-tulaqa (Go, you are set 
free).” 


He did not practice igsa (exclusion) against them and did not pros- 
ecute them but instead included them in his army and they became 
leaders. And if it wasn’t for that the Arabian Peninsula ... would 
have fought civil war instead of spreading Islam all over the world.” 


Many grassroots nahdawis, however, were reluctant to embrace such 
religiously rooted rationales. For many, the realpolitik facing Ennahda 
in the wake of the Egyptian coup was clear: offer political space to the 
old regime or risk an Islamist-excluding “second revolution” in Tunisia. 
“It makes me sick, but it is common sense,” said Samia, a 46-year-old 
Ennahda supporter from Bizerte. “Before the coup in Egypt I would 
have said no—it is wrong to let these people back in, but now it is the 
only choice we have.”*4 

The wife of one Ennahda member in the Mellasine neighborhood 
of Tunis jokingly said she respected Ghannouchi’s attempt to find a 
religious explanation for abandoning lustration: 


He was for it, and now he is against it, and he’s doing this [she flipped 
through a book laughingly] to find a reason why it is right. ... It is 


50 COUNTRIES 


not right, and we [my husband and I] know that, but it is smart. ... 
So we will be smart.” 


TRANSITION POLITICS 


Many members of Ennahda strongly questioned both the wisdom and 
morality of abandoning lustration, which they considered an impor- 
tant protection as well as a proud statement of revolutionary principle. 
In the bitter months following the final vote against lustration, some 
nahdawis thought back to the Egypt coup and gleaned an exclusion- 
ary, rather than inclusive, lesson: that the Brotherhood’s willingness 
to cooperate with fulul (old regime) actors, particularly the military, 
sowed the seeds of its downfall. Ennahda, they feared, might be repeat- 
ing those mistakes. Such fears reached an apex in the fall and winter of 
2014, when Nidaa Tunis proved victorious not only in the presidential 
election, which nahdawis had anticipated, but also in the parliamentary 
elections, which they had expected to win. 

The active lobbying of Ghannouchi and other leaders helped quell 
these fears. Crucially, so too did Nidaa Tunis’s willingness to include 
Ennahda in the governing coalitions it formed in 2015 and 2016. 
Ennahda became a crucial—if sometimes awkward—coalition part- 
ner for Nidaa Tunis, and continued integrating itself in Tunisian poli- 
tics. Nahdawis’ worst fears—namely that Nidaa would use its power 
to dismantle democracy and persecute Ennahda members and their 
families—had not come to pass. 

Ghannouchi and other “long-termist” leaders deserve credit for cre- 
ating the conditions that facilitated these outcomes. Ennahda leaders’ 
ability to act if not rightly, then at least smartly, regarding lustration 
created an incentive structure more favorable to democratic transition. 
Allowing Essebsi and other former regime officials to run in elections 
heightened the appeal of staying in the democratic game for Nidaa 
Tunis and other leaders of the anti-Ennahda opposition. 


RETHINKING ISLAMISM 


Ennahda’s compromise on lustration reflects the extent to which its 
leaders are recasting Islamism as an explicitly local, nationally bounded 
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political project. Ennahda is wrapping itself more and more tightly in 
the Tunisian flag and embracing its Tunisian history. Building on the 
compromises pushed by Ghannouchi and other members of Ennahda’s 
top brass, the party is on the path toward normalizing itself as a respon- 
sible political player in Tunisia. Accusations that Ennahda represents 
an imported franchise of the Egyptian Brotherhood, or a dangerous 
cancer that needs to be excised from the Tunisian body politic, still exist 
but are heard less frequently today than in the early days of Tunisia’s 
transition. 

The year 2016 was critical for the party. Ennahda leaders pub- 
lically reiterated that the party’s intellectual history and inspira- 
tions were rooted in figures from Tunisian history, ranging from the 
proto-feminist Tahar Haddad and anti-Islamist former president 
Habib Bourguiba—figures much vaunted by Nidaa Tunis and other 
secularly oriented Tunisians—to Bourguiba's arch-rival Salah Ben 
Youssef and the Tunisian religious scholar Sheikh Tahar Ben Achour. 
Ennahda also made the savvy move at its May 2016 congress of pub- 
licly disavowing the Islamist label, preferring to be known instead 
as a “Muslim democratic” party. It also took further steps toward 
“normalizing” the party by (a) facilitating broader membership of 
the party and (b) prohibiting members who preach in mosques from 
holding any local or national leadership roles. Such steps, combined 
with Ennahda’s concerted efforts to Tunisify the party’s identity and 
intellectual origins, offer fascinating windows into a moment of 
party normalization.’ 

Despite the tensions that dominated 2013 and the high levels of dis- 
trust between their two parties, Ghannouchi and Essebsi—often wryly 
referred to as the two sheikhs—were able to build a productive working 
relationship. Many Tunisians, however, have criticized this alliance as 
exclusionary and anti-revolutionary. High-level horse trading between 
Nidaa and Ennahda—driven in part by Ennahda’s determination to 
secure its own survival and political integration—have, some say, sanc- 
tioned a form of backroom politics that puts the status quo ahead of 
much-needed reforms. 

The crowning moment of nahdawi normalization, which high- 
lighted the increasingly cozy relationship between Essebsi and 
Ghannouchi, came in May 2016 when Essebsi himself delivered the 
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nationally broadcast keynote address at Ennahda’s roth congress. A sta- 
dium packed full of Ennahda members stood and cheered when Essebsi 
entered. They were relieved that, rather than throwing nahdawis back 
in prison, as many had feared, Essebsi was instead delivering the most 
powerful endorsement of Ennahda’s legitimacy to date.” 

For Ennahda, a movement long ostracized as pro-extremist and 
anti- Tunisian, the political dividends derived from such relationships is 
immensely valuable. Ennahda’s core leaders have indeed put a premium 
on survival during the transition period. Though Ennahda leaders pre- 
fer not to use the word survivalism, they do acknowledge and defend 
having adopted a strategy of pragmatic minimalism during Tunisia’s 
transition. Preserving Tunisia’s transition and gradually building demo- 
cratic institutions, they claim, take precedence over pursuing high-risk 
reforms that would engender direct confrontation with Tunisia’s old 
regime elites. Ennahda strongly believes that such progress cannot hap- 
pen if their party is locked out of Tunisian politics. Preserving Ennahda’s 
seat at the table is—from the perspective of Ennahda’s leaders—a criti- 
cal precondition for preserving Tunisia’s democratic transition itself. 
Conversely, Ennahda believes that its normalization in Tunisian politics 
will contribute toward the consolidation of the country’s still fragile 
democratic transition. 


SELLING SURVIVALISM 


Local fallout from the twin shocks of Egypt's coup and the rise of 
Salafi-jihadism fueled the Bardo crisis of 2013—a pivotal moment 
that tested Ennahda’s commitment to long-term pragmatism. Led by 
Ghannouchi, Ennahda’s top brass arguably passed that test, pursuing 
an approach predicated on canny compromise and caution. Rather 
than hastily unpacking a box of ideological aims, Ennahda appraised 
its surroundings before moving forward, aware of the fragility inherent 
in “transition politics.” 

That approach, though, while shrewd, lacks the dynamism tradition- 
ally associated with principle-driven movements, be they revolutionary 
or religious in nature. Although card-carrying Ennahda members voted 
loyally for Ennahda in the 2014 elections, a series of compromises— 
especially on issues of revolutionary principle like lustration—impelled 
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many to grow less active in the party’s local and regional structures. 
Ennahda now faces the challenge of creatively packaging its brand of 
cautious conservatism to accomplish two goals: rallying its existing base 
and recruiting new party members. Recognizing this, Ennahda made 
proactive changes at its roth congress to facilitate party membership 
and broaden its brand. Yet Ennahda’s aversion to principled risk-tak- 
ing may hamper its ability to craft an inspiring political message that 
energizes existing supporters and enables the party to expand beyond 
its historic base. 

Ennahda’s top leaders believe gaining electoral ground necessitates 
first gaining credibility as a Tunisian Islamist—or, as Ennahda has now 
officially labeled itself, a Muslim democratic party—one that places 
national stability and safeguarding the transition over specific mat- 
ters of religious or revolutionary principle. This minimalist approach 
does not preclude the possibility of future ideological activism, but 
instead puts off issue-driven politics for a later date—ostensibly when 
Tunisia has weathered the storm of interim, transitional challenges and 
Ennahda’s seat at the political table is assured. 

Selling survivalism—be it the survival of one’s own party or that of 
the transition itself—may prove trickier than selling old regime nos- 
talgia, populist rejection of the existing system, or dreams of a rosier 
utopia. It remains to be seen how Ennahda will translate its approach 
to a fresh crop of potential party newcomers, and whether its base will 
stay loyal if normalization progresses enough that nahdawis no longer 
view voting Ennahda as an act of existential self-preservation. 


_3_ 


Morocco 


Avi Max Spiegel 


AT THE 2006 ANNUAL conference of the youth wing of the main 
Islamist party in Morocco, the Justice and Development Party 
(PJD), the program was filled with sessions led by party leaders and 
activists on topics ranging from human rights to local governance, 
mobilization, and the Internet.! It also featured a session with rep- 
resentatives from Islamist parties across the Middle East and North 
Africa. When I asked a party leader why they had invited these 
guests from outside Morocco, he replied that it was important to 
“learn from them.” 

The admission was tinged with humility, with the implication that 
it was Morocco’s Islamists who had the learning to do and that other 
older and more experienced Islamist parties could instruct them and 
show them the way.* In the following years, the party dispatched 
senior officials to Turkey to meet with the similarly named Justice and 
Development Party, the AKP. In the three years that followed, before 
the PJD dominated the elections in 2011 (and again in 2016) that pro- 
pelled it to the prime ministership, its activists embarked on many such 
exploratory trips and conferences, including to Cairo to meet with 
the organization that had originally inspired its own founding, the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.’ 
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As the Arab Spring spread across the Middle East, the northwest 
African country of Morocco barely seemed to register on the wider 
geopolitical map. Protests were smaller than in neighboring coun- 
tries; its leader—King Mohamed VI—never faced the existential 
threats that other authoritarian rulers did. The king also appeared to 
stay in front of the protests, ushering in constitutional reforms that 
allowed him to retain the perceived mantle of reform. Even when 
Islamists appeared to take advantage of political openings across the 
region, events in Morocco barely registered in the Western conscious- 
ness. Attention seemed to focus on Islamist parties in Egypt and 
Tunisia—even though it was Morocco in 2011 which witnessed the 
first democratically-elected Sunni Islamist head of government in the 
Arab world.‘ 

Has Morocco’s moment finally arrived? As mainstream Islamist 
parties—those with roots in the Muslim Brotherhood model—appear 
to be on the wane throughout the Arab world, both of Morocco’s 
Islamist movements are enduring. Indeed, it is not just the PJD that 
survived the Arab Spring. The country’s largest Islamist movement, Al 
Adl Wal Ishan, or the Justice and Spirituality Movement (Al Adl)—a 
movement that boycotts elections and evades legality—has also navi- 
gated the revolutionary period and its aftermath with considerable 
agility. 

In the wake of the 2013 Egyptian coup—the coup that spelled the 
end of the Muslim Brotherhood’s dominance in Egyptian politics—I 
once again asked a PJD official about his relationships with Islamists 
across the region. When I reminded him of those earlier trips to study 
other parties, his response was telling, perhaps signaling that the power 
dynamics had slowly shifted. “Now,” he said, with a new air of self-con- 
fidence, “people should study us.” 

This chapter heeds this call. Indeed, Morocco increasingly offers an 
important case study for understanding new and emerging paths of 
political Islam, or, in other words, how—and in what forms—Islamism 
and the political process can continue to interact. The Moroccan regime 
has often attempted, usually overambitiously, to hold itself out as a 
model for many things: for democracy, for reform, for so-called soft 
authoritarianism.’ But today, perhaps, the country does offer something 
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exceptional: a glimpse into sustaining forms of political Islam and of 
Islamist parties still holding onto relevance, if not (limited) power.° 

This chapter seeks to explain the resilience (and relative success) of 
mainstream Islamism in Morocco and, in the process, help elucidate 
the forces shaping the next generation of political Islam. This resilience 
cannot simply be explained by the fact that Islamists in Morocco have 
come to understand Islam differently than their counterparts elsewhere 
(of course they did; all such actors exhibit unique, even idiosyncratic, 
religiopolitical worldviews). It is also not that they are luckier, more 
learned, more competent, or even somehow more ideologically com- 
mitted to the political process than other Islamists. 

Instead, I will argue here that their relative success can be explained 
by the confluence of three factors, or what I term “the three Cs”: con- 
text, control, and competition. First, by “context,” I mean the specific 
political and constitutional context in which Moroccan Islamists func- 
tion. I am not referring here simply to the existence of a monarchical 
system—for not all monarchies are equal. Rather, I point to how the 
monarchy has exercised its authority: allowing Islamist political par- 
ticipation, but only within certain proscribed lines. Such lines often 
constrain Islamists’ power and perhaps broader ideological pursuits but 
paradoxically also help ensure their survival and continued appeal. 

Second, by “control,” I focus here on the extent to which these groups 
exercise control over and within their internal organizations, specifi- 
cally between the party (hizb) and its allied religious wing or move- 
ment (haraka). Largely unique among such movements in the region, 
Islamist groups in Morocco have mostly subsumed their affiliated reli- 
gious units—not the other way around—to political imperatives and 
the authority of the party apparatus. Such an organizational relation- 
ship bears considerable strategic fruit, enabling the party to deploy the 
religious units at will and allowing the party to maintain and expand its 
base by offering a unique space to develop discipline among members, 
religiously oriented activism, and even internal opposition. 

Third, and finally, by “competition,” I am referring to the relation- 
ship of Al Adl and the PJD. The nature of this competition—specifi- 
cally the way in which each continues to evolve in relation to the other 
and to cleverly seek relative market share—has allowed each to carve 
out unique appeal. Moreover, contrary to expectations, regional and 
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domestic change—including the Arab Spring, the Egyptian coup, and 
the rise of the Islamic State—has not adversely affected these move- 
ments’ trajectories. Both movements have, in fact, successfully navi- 
gated the tumult by expanding their appeal. They have done so by 
selling themselves as exceptional and unique—by promoting the idea 
that their approach, evidenced largely by their mere survival, is working. 


ISLAMISTS IN GOVERNMENT 


Islamists of the PJD spent close to three decades trying to form a politi- 
cal party, one that could finally participate in elections. After break- 
ing from the country’s first Islamist movement, the illegal Harakat 
al-Shabiba al-Islamiyya (Movement of Islamic Youth) in the 1970s, 
its early leaders experimented with various tactics: they altered their 
organizational configurations, merged with other parties, and even 
changed their name.” Yet, the ultimate obstacle to their participation— 
that is, the major stumbling block to the regime approving their mul- 
tiple applications for party formation—was not that they represented 
a nascent political threat. (Indeed, during this time, the state allowed 
socialists, for example, to compete in elections, and even form the first 
ever “alternance” or opposition government.)® 

When Islamists of the PJD finally formed their political party, they 
did so under the regulations set by the country’s interior ministry and 
the king himself. They would be permitted to formally participate in 
elections, it turned out, only if they agreed not to challenge the religious 
foundations of the state—not to dispute the king’s role as “Commander 
of the Faithful,” or what the king termed “heresy.” For an Islamist party 
with ideological roots in the Muslim Brotherhood, to cede religious 
legitimacy to the state would appear antithetical to its goals, or at the 
very least a difficult compromise to make. 

Yet, the PJD’s founders ultimately relented.? Senior leaders even 
went so far as to give up fundamental early goals—the creation of an 
Islamic state. They would cease to pursue such a state, one leading activ- 
ist claimed, because the Moroccan state, under the leadership of the 
king, “was already one.”!° The PJD followed this path because even in 
those early years it was primarily motivated by its own survival. Party 
leaders needed to expand and maintain their base and compete with 
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local Islamist competitors, particularly a growing Al Adl, by offering 
something no one else did: electoral participation. They also needed 
to take into account regional realities, namely civil war in nearby 


l as well as meet and pre-empt the looming threat of state 


Algeria! 
repression.’ 

Whether these changes arose partly as a result of belief or tactics (or 
both), the party that emerged has capitalized on, and even internalized, 
these strategies. They have driven the way the PJD campaigns for office, 
how it mobilizes its base, how it devises its organizational and party 
structures, and ultimately, how it governs. 

Consider the PJD’s path to the prime ministership itself, an elec- 
toral success once deemed unimaginable by its members, the gen- 
eral population, and even the state. For the first elections in which 
they were allowed to participate in 1997, activists agreed to vote for 
another existing party.'? In the elections of 2002, activists only con- 
tested a limited number of seats. In the local elections following the 
2003 Casablanca bombings (often referred to as Morocco’s 9/11), they 
agreed—once again at the behest of the monarchy—to limit the dis- 
tricts they would contest, hoping to avoid exacerbating tensions in 
the country. 

When the party grappled with how to respond to electoral setbacks 
in the 2007 elections, it decided to accommodate rather than antago- 
nize the state by electing as its leader Abdelilah Benkirane, who had 
a long-standing history of deference toward the monarchy. When the 
Arab Spring hit Morocco in 2011, the PJD opted, not surprisingly, to 
remain for the most part on the sidelines. Some party members voiced 
sympathetic notes about the protests, but in the main they worried that 
challenging the king would risk destabilizing the country and, more 
selfishly, disrupt their own long-awaited path to power. 

Further, when PJD members contested elections in 2011, they agreed 
to give up their biggest mobilizing space—the mosque—and abide 
by earlier government rules that forbade parties from campaigning in 
places of worship. Indeed, they ran a campaign largely bereft of men- 
tions of religion, instead focusing largely on opposing other parties and 
promising to renew the political process itself rather than opposing the 
state. The party stressed bread-and-butter issues, including job creation, 
unemployment, corruption, and minimum wage increases. In a typical 
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campaign-related video, the head of PJD Youth, Khalid Bukkharri, 
implores voters to support the PJD because it can rid the political pro- 


cess of corruption.” 


Once the PJD assumed office, it did so all the while under the king’s 
auspices. Under rules set forth in the country’s new constitution of 
2011, the party that won the majority of votes would finally be guar- 
anteed a right to the prime ministership. (Up until then, this was not 
assured. When the king had the power to choose whomever he wanted, 
such as after the 2002 elections, he looked past the election results 
and appointed a technocrat.) But while the new constitution paved 
the way for a PJD-led government, it also significantly regulated and 
constrained it. The king still maintained the power to veto appoint- 
ments and to appoint, in the first place, the most critical ministries: the 
Ministries of Islamic Affairs and Defense, among others. 

Benkirane’s personable, even folksy, style has managed to transcend 
some of these structural constraints. His popularity is unprecedented in 
contemporary Morocco for a politician other than the king, whose own 
approval rating runs high compared to the abysmal ratings of other 
politicians. Benkirane addresses crowds in local dialects and appears to 
be personally unaffected by the spoils of power. For instance, his rela- 
tives told me how he still buys his furniture at used furniture open-air 
markets outside of Rabat. At one campaign event in 2015, Benkirane 
could not hold back his tears as he marveled at the thousands of peo- 
ple assembled to see him. The crowds gathered seemed to revel in 
Benkirane’s display of emotion, drowning out his words with applause. 
His popularity is such that he reportedly now finally has a bodyguard.” 

Benkirane has shown a willingness, also unique for Moroccan poli- 
ticians, to speak out against the regime and even, at times, the king 
himself. Benkirane often rails, for example, about long-standing state 
interests and the entrenched economic and political forces that cur- 
tail his party’s ability to rule, using metaphors such as “crocodiles” 
and “ghosts” to connote their omnipresence and hidden power.!° Such 
statements clearly implicate the king himself, who controls the largest 
portions of the economy. 

Some scholars have argued that such statements and Benkirane’s pop- 
ularity pose unprecedented challenges to the stability of the Moroccan 
regime, but such a view is misleading; in fact, the opposite is largely 
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true.” Benkirane’s antagonistic statements toward the ruling regime are 
exceptions, not the rule, and should be understood not as new chal- 
lenges to the regime, but rather as well-timed strategic efforts to appeal 
to oppositional forces within the country, including anti-regime senti- 
ment within his own party base and within competitor organizations 
like Al Adl. Indeed, Benkirane and his deputies have consistently fix- 
ated on party strategy and survival and on controlling party structures. 
Youth activists reported that Benkirane himself, as sitting prime min- 
ister, had a say in which candidates ran for head of the youth wing.'® 

Most of the time, Benkirane went out of his way to remind the pub- 
lic of the dominance of the king. In March 2015, he told party members 
that “Morocco has no future if we enter into conflict with our king.”” 
‘The imagery of his speech was also significant: Benkirane spoke next to 
a framed photo of the king placed on a pedestal beside him. The king’s 
picture was larger than Benkirane himself.”° 

Nowhere is the party’s ability to survive more on display than in its 
evolving internal organization. The PJD arose from Tawhid wal Islah 
(Movement of Unity and Reform). But when the party was formed it 
had to decide whether to disband the “affiliated religion movement,” 
to subsume it within the party, or to keep it alive as a separate entity. 
The party chose the third option, largely as a way to continue to be able 
to mobilize as many young people as possible. The movement contin- 
ues to exist but remains largely devoted to supporting party mobiliza- 
tion, using explicitly religious messages to recruit supporters and rally 
the base. Its presence and activities, which largely consist of weekly 
Quranic study sessions for movement members, allow the party to 
attract young people interested more in religion than in politics while 
also enabling the party to assert control and discipline. The movement’s 
organizational make-up, originally modeled loosely after the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s usra or “family” model in which individuals were inter- 
nally “promoted” based on how many new members they managed to 
recruit, has evolved into a sophisticated system more focused on the 
development of new party leaders. Activists frequently report that to be 
successful in the party, one must be active in the movement.”! 

Having a “separate” movement also gives the party plausible deni- 
ability over more controversial issues, allowing its newspaper (Attajdid) 
to write on topics that might appeal to diverse constituencies, including 
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more conservative Islamists. The extent to which the movement has 
become part and parcel of the party machine was evident in the election 
of its new head in 2014. Both leading candidates had party roots: one 
was the party's former secretary general (and the country’s former for- 
eign minister) and the other was a former close government aide to the 
sitting prime minister and party secretary general, Benkirane. 

PJD officials still evoke religion, but almost never in opposition to 
the state. In a debate over “freedom of conscience” in 2013, it changed 
its views to align with the monarchy, cementing its position that the 
king maintain the sole power to dictate religious authority. It also 
abided by a 2013 state edict that prohibited religious leaders, includ- 
ing imams, from running for office. Instead, for party officials, “Islam” 
itself often becomes a stand-in for public “morality” or “traditional val- 
ues” and a means with which to reach its religiously conservative base. 
Since assuming office, such examples of strategic framing include (in) 
famous comments on women’s place in the home, Islamic banking, 
Jennifer Lopez, or even portrayals of the Prophet Mohamed in Western 
movies.” Indeed, party leaders have taken to calling other political par- 
ties (particularly the monarchist Istiqlal Party) the “mafia,” warning 
Moroccans of giving back control of the political process to secular 
and, therefore, unethical politicians.” 

Regional and local competition compelled the PJD to double 
down on its strategies, particularly in the wake of the Egyptian mili- 
tary’ coup and crackdown against the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
president Mohamed Morsi in 2013. The effects of Morsi’s fall were felt 
not just in Egypt, where the Brotherhood, its affiliated political party, 
and even any allegedly “sympathetic” journalists, officials, protesters, 
or mere onlookers have at various points been arrested, jailed, beaten, 
and killed. The coup and its aftermath, including the fate of Tunisia’s 
Ennahda party (discussed earlier in chapter 2), were viewed across the 
region as a challenge to the Islamist experiment in governance and as 
signifying the resurgence of pre—Arab Spring power structures. 

The PJD in Morocco was not immune to these developments. After 
the coup in Egypt, newspapers in the country wondered whether the 
PJD face a similar fate. (One newspaper headline featured a picture of 
Benkirane with the headline: “Is he next?”) The second-largest party 
in parliament, Istiqlal, seized on this political opening and announced 
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its departure from the coalition government, with the aim of bringing 
down the PJD-led government. Istiqlal echoed the Egyptian military’s 
rhetoric and condemned the Egyptian Brotherhood for “antidemo- 
cratic” behavior, blaming the group for its own demise.” 

The PJD reacted to the Egyptian coup—its first existential chal- 
lenge since assuming office—not by railing against the unchecked 
powers of authoritarian rule, but rather by seeking its aid. It responded 
not by defending the Muslim Brotherhood against the excesses of the 
Egyptian state or by reasserting its own Islamist identity, but rather by 
faulting the Brotherhood for mismanagement and poor performance. 
The PJD maintained that it was different from the Brotherhood and 
a better version of it—a kind of Islamism 2.0. It pointed out that it 
had done a better of job of working with other parties and of working 
side by side with existing state structures, rather than upsetting them. 
“They are not our Brothers,” one leading party official told me after 
the coup.” 

Even at the time of the coup, the PJD foreign minister’s response was 
tepid, stopping short of condemnation and instead calling for “national 
unity” in Egypt; a top movement official, in contrast, was far more bel- 
licose.” The message to party members was clear: statements from the 
movement are what we really think; statements from the party are what 
we have to say. But in the end, official policy was, as it continues to be, 
directed by the party. 

When the PJD needed to find a new coalition partner to remain in 
power, it turned for help to its greatest benefactor: the monarchy. After 
the king responded favorably, Benkirane was clear in his gratitude, not- 
ing that his government would have fallen had it not been for the king, 
who renewed the grand bargain (for the time being): the PJD’s survival 
would be assured if it supported the king.’ 


ISLAMISTS IN OPPOSITION 


If the PJD’s relationship with the state can be characterized by coop- 
eration and even co-optation, Al Adl’s appears, at least at first glance, 
to be one of confrontation and combativeness. Its roots lie squarely 
in the writings of its founder and late spiritual guide, Abdesslam 
Yassine. Yassine took steps to form what would become Al Adl in 
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the 1970s, after leaving the largest Sufi movement in the country, the 
Tariga Boutchichiya. Intent on building his own political movement 
and inspired by the writings of Sayyid Qutb, among others, Yassine 
began writing tome after tome (17 in total), each laced with grand 
plans for re-Islamizing society, for reconnecting Muslims every- 
where, and for eventually replacing the Moroccan regime from the 
bottom up.” 

The movement that came to be created in his footsteps, Al Adl, 
in many ways found its early inspiration not merely in a text of 
theological dissent, but in an act of defiance. In a public letter sent 
to King Hassan II in 1974, Yassine blamed the country’s failings on 
its monarch, who had allegedly sold its fortunes to his rich cronies, 
to “Zionist” friends, and to special interests; Hassan II, Yassine 
argued, had put his own needs above that of the state. What was 
perhaps even more revolutionary was that Yassine addressed the 
king as his own peer, portraying himself as a scholar and leader 
equal to the Commander of the Faithful.” For this act, Yassine was 
sentenced to an insane asylum and to many subsequent years of 
house arrest. 

In the interim, Yassine’s incipient movement thrived in its leader’s 
physical absence: leading protests against the state, mobilizing on uni- 
versity campuses, refusing to participate in elections, and publishing 
magazines and newsletters that showed more willingness than anyone 
else to brazenly criticize the state, even the king personally. The state 
responded by arresting top leaders and student activists and banning 
and confiscating their publications. 

Thus, whereas the PJD embraced elections, Al Adl eschewed 
them. While the PJD sought legality at all costs, Al Adl appeared 
to thrive, even bask, in its own illegality. Yet, even though it has 
routinely been labeled “radical” or “immoderate” or “banned” or 
“illegal”—labels that suggest irrational or, at the least, irresponsibly 
contrarian behavior—Al Adl too played by, and continues to play 
by, the rules of the political game, which are rules laid down by the 
state. Throughout its existence and especially since the Arab Spring, 
the PJD’s election, and the Egyptian coup, Al Adl’s behavior has 
been strategic, reactive, and increasingly defined by its goals of sur- 
vival and expansion. 
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When Mohamed VI took over the throne in 1999, Yassine wrote 
another letter, albeit tamer than the first. The king, hoping to appear 
more liberal than his father, responded by freeing Yassine from house 
arrest. The scholar was allowed to move, eventually relocating to the 
neighborhood of Souissi, the most expensive and elite neighborhood 
in the country, one inhabited by diplomats and foreign dignitaries. (As 
one Al Adl member noted, “Yassine is important. He should be sur- 
rounded by important people.”) 

Yassine’s antigovernment stance allowed Al Adl to differentiate 
itself from the PJD because it attracted youth interested in stand- 
ing up to the regime. Al Adl formed a quasi-political party in wait- 
ing in 1998, a year after the PJD formed, with the implicit aim 
of being better organized to compete with the PJD for support- 
ers. During every subsequent election year—2003, 2007, 2011, and 
2016—AlI Adl undertook dramatic mobilization campaigns against 
the regime. 

It was no surprise, then, that when anti-regime protests emerged dur- 
ing the Arab Spring, Al Adl soon assumed a leading role—for a time. 
Al Adl joined forces with a wide cross-section of Moroccans, includ- 
ing leftists, as part of the “February 20 Movement,” named after an 
unusually large day of protests in 2011.°° To listen to a debate between 
representatives of the PJD, Al Adl, and a leading socialist group in the 
country is to hear only two distinct schools of thought: an anti-regime 
stance embodied by Al Adl and the socialists and a pro-government 
stance embodied by the PJD.*! 

Yet, as the Arab Spring protests unfolded across the region, Al 
Adl suddenly decided to withdraw. What, then, drove the group, in 
December 2011, to leave the February 20 Movement, choosing to melt 
away into the political shadows once again?” 

The decision, at first, seemed to make little strategic sense. This was 
a moment when opposition movements around the region were cel- 
ebrating their biggest successes in history. Popular rhetoric Al Adl had 
embraced for decades was finally being adapted by the masses. Slogans 
only its supporters shouted for years about dissolving the monarchy, for 
example, were suddenly being chanted by protesters across the politi- 
cal spectrum, from left to right. This seemed, in many ways, like the 
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obvious time for Al Adl to capitalize on these links and grow to new 
heights. 

But instead, it chose the opposite path. Why? Once again, its behav- 
ior can only fully be understood when examined in relation to its main 
Islamist competitor. Al Ad] in 2011 was moved by a fear of losing or 
alienating its base, just as it was since its founding. Members told me 
of other reasons for their departure from February 20: some logistical, 
some personal, some even emotional. Some bemoaned the lack of com- 
munication with leftists and their poor organizational skills. Some felt 
mistreated by their fellow protesters, even victims of prejudice. Some felt 
that leftists were antireligious and seemed to take umbrage at references 
to religion. According to one member of the February 20 Movement, Al 
Adl added little but prowess at protesting. “They could bring people to 
the streets, but that was it,” she said. 

Yet these challenges, not unlike many problems shared by new pro- 
test movements, were not insurmountable. Instead, the major factor in 
Al Adl leaving the February 20 Movement related to its main Islamist 
foe and the long-term fears over losing its own base. It is no coincidence 
that Al Adl returned to the shadows only weeks after the PJD’s dra- 
matic election victory. The ascent of the PJD to the prime ministership 
placed Al Adl in a difficult position. Benkirane was personally popular 
with many young Islamists. And Al Adl feared it could be seen as a 
“spoil sport,” as getting in the way of the most momentous moment for 
Islamists in the region. 

Recall that Benkirane was appointed prime minister during a wave of 
Islamist electoral victories in the region. In this context, Al Adl felt that it 
could not risk alienating its base by continuing to oppose the new, popu- 
larly elected government. Sometimes, as many explained it to me, one has 
to swallow a bitter pill, to make short-term concessions for the good of 
the long term. There was also an expectation in Al Adl that the PJD would 
ultimately stumble, because the monarchy would constrain its rule.** 

As one member noted in the wake of the Egyptian coup, Al Adl “did 
what the Muslim Brotherhood should have done”—that is, took things 
slowly, waited, and watched events unfold. The Brotherhood should have 
recognized that the situation was fluid, that the Arab Spring was per- 
haps but a passing phase. Activists also gleaned from the Egyptian coup 
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that Islamist groups should be wary of the power of Arab states—that 
regimes never disappear, pointing of course to the PJD’s inability to 
enact real change in the face of the Moroccan regime’s dominance. 
Indeed, leaving February 20 when it did allowed Al Adl to avoid some 
of the harshest state responses against February 20 members, including 
arrests, beatings, and house searches.*4 

Even though it ceased to formally cooperate with February 20, Al Adl 
still finds common ground, slowly, methodically, with leftists in ways 
that don’t overtly threaten its own existence. Nowhere is this more on 
display than in Al Adl’s organizational evolution. The group is often 
described by scholars and journalists as “banned yet tolerated”—which 
suggests that the group has been spared the fate of counterparts in 
Egypt that have faced brutal crackdowns. But such a formulation is 
incomplete. My research suggests that, just like the PJD, Al Adl is often 
permitted to engage in activities that challenge the regime on politi- 
cal grounds, but never those that might question the regime’s religious 
foundations.” It regularly holds protests on anodyne issues such as 
economics, Palestinian rights, American foreign policy, corruption, or 
unemployment. Yet, once its activities extend too far into the public 
religious sphere—that is, outside its own private discussions of its own 
texts—crackdowns against it increase. By and large, Al Adl appears to 
realize this and abide by these limitations. 

To facilitate its careful, cautious approach, the organization is now 
compartmentalized into two distinct wings or “circles”: a religious cir- 
cle (spawned at its formation in the early 1980s) and a political circle 
(created in 1998 at a meeting in Marrakesh, a year after the PJD began 
participating in politics). Just as is the case with the PJD’s relationship 
with its affiliated religious movement, Al Adl’s dual organizational front 
allows it to maximize its appeal to as many new recruits as possible. It 
can make room for many personalities and sensibilities within the move- 
ment: those, for example, who like Yassine’s writings on Sufism and per- 
sonal transcendence can find a niche, as can those for whom the group’s 
antigovernment stances hold special sway. Members claim that the move- 
ment is undergoing organizational reform to better streamline its func- 
tions, but it is noteworthy that, as one activist explained, it is basing its 
reorganization on business models, not on other Islamist groups. 
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The group’s political circle now appears to function with some degree 
of autonomy from its religious circle, increasingly resembling a political 
party in waiting. It holds internal elections for its guidance council and 
issues official statements on regional and international developments, 
such as congratulating the Turkish prime minister on his party’s victory 
in local elections in March 2014.*° 

The Egyptian coup of 2013 did not change Al Adl’s primary strat- 
egy; rather, it cemented it. The coup seemed to exemplify the risks 
of opposing an authoritarian regime too boldly. By exposing these 
dangers, it also reinforced Al Adl’s strategy of slow, incremental, 
bottom-up political change. The group’s leaders also used the coup 
to highlight their own criticisms of the Moroccan state and of the 
Arab state writ large, publicly faulting the power of repressive police 
forces and militaries. They even called upon international bodies 
to condemn the Egyptian military, as if to suggest that appropri- 
ate condemnation would never come from the Moroccan regime, a 
regime that the group considers capable of the same injustices as the 
one in Egypt.*” 


THE FUTURE OF THE “MOROCCAN MODEL” OF ISLAMISM 


Political scientists have long written about the durability of authori- 
tarian governments in the Middle East and about the strategies, tech- 
niques, and practices employed to buttress their rule.*® The Moroccan 
case now compels us to consider the durability of emerging forms of 
political Islam: one that elevates a more modest, practical approach 
to political survival over any dramatic remaking of Islamist political 
thought. It is a model characterized by molding to state religious pol- 
icy, deploying Islam selectively and strategically, resetting the power 
relationship between party and movement, and proactively navigating 
domestic and international competition. 

The experiences of Morocco’s Islamists also suggest that claims of 
political Islam’s demise are overblown. Electoral Islamism is not dead 
but rather certain forms may no longer be viable. Islamists who work 
within the confines of the state, and even in subservience to its long- 
standing institutions, such as those in Morocco, Tunisia, and Jordan, 
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appear to be faring better than those with more revolutionary tenden- 
cies. Yet, what sets Morocco’s Islamists apart is not simply that they 
work within the confines of existing political structures, but rather 
the nature of the structures themselves. In other words, the particular 
structural contours of Moroccan state policy—specifically in relation 
to religious activism—have significantly shaped Islamist behavior and 
ultimately Islamist beliefs. 

There is little doubt that extremist Islamist groups like the Islamic 
State have been emboldened by the Egyptian coup and by the larger 
perceived failures of the Islamist electoral experiment. But the experi- 
ence of Islamists in Morocco suggests that mainstream Islamists could 
also benefit from such setbacks. In many ways, the Egyptian coup and 
the rise of the Islamic State have, counterintuitively, given Morocco’s 
Islamists a new lease on life. This regional tumult has, first and fore- 
most, altered expectations. As movements elsewhere continue to face 
challenges, succeeding might now simply mean surviving. 

Previously dismissed as co-opted “puppets,” Morocco’s Islamists 
now appear more prescient than powerless. The coup in Egypt clearly 
showed that if a movement challenges the authoritarian state too much, 
it might suffer potentially existential consequences. Morocco’s Islamists 
may have internalized this lesson from the neighboring civil war in 
Algeria two decades earlier. The PJD used to claim that it helped pre- 
vent Morocco from turning “into Algeria’; it now maintains that its 
actions protected Morocco from turning into Egypt, or worse Yemen 
or Libya. 

The party remains intent on showing that it represents its own 
unique model, untainted by the mistakes of others. Such national 
pride can sometimes sound like a lack of self-reflection or perhaps 
even an Islamist anti-cosmopolitanism. “We are a Moroccan party” 
is a refrain heard often. Party leaders appear less interested in adopt- 
ing new forms of political thought than in learning pragmatic lessons 
from their own context. Informing this, of course, is the not-so- 
subtle fear that importing new political ideas (or even appearing to 
import them) could seem threatening to the religious thinking of the 
regime.” 

In the wake of the Islamic State’s rise, Al Adl has also benefitted: its so- 
called radicalism simply does not appear as “radical” as it once did. Both 
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Al Adl’s nonviolent activism and its commitment to working within the 
confines of the nation-state (even as it consistently finds fault with it) 
allow it to appear more mainstream than it ever did before. The group 
has seized this opportunity for wider appeal and access. Leaders meet 
with foreign embassy officials, travel more, and speak out more than they 
used to. 

The ultimate question now is whether the approaches adopted by 
Morocco’s Islamists are viable in the long term—whether, in short, 
their models of Islamist activism are sustainable. In the case of both 
the PJD and Al Adl, there is little to suggest the development of any 
long-term strategic goals beyond mere survival. If their predicament 
were represented by the metaphor of a race, it is still not clear what 
“winning” would look like. Yet, the effects of losing—of not being able 
to run in the race any longer—are far clearer. Indeed, grim examples 
abound from across the region. The effects of losing are acutely palpa- 
ble: the inability to hold government jobs and the inability to maintain 
commitments and promises to its base for employment and security. 

The PJD speaks little of far-reaching plans other than to continue 
fighting corruption within the existing system and to become the best 
political party it can be. Leaders of Al Adl continue to appeal for a 
“national pact,” where they would bring together various oppositional 
movements, but it remains unclear what would transpire after such a 
pact was formed. Its leaders also talked, in the wake of the Arab Spring, 
of the desire for a “civil” state other than an “Islamic” one, but it none- 
theless remains ambiguous what that state would actually look like. 

Upon assuming office in 2011, one PJD leader was explicit about 
his party’s aims: “Our goal,” he said, “is survival.” Three years later, the 
regional chessboard looked different; the Islamist electoral ascent was 
now on the wane. And that same leader bragged to a crowd of foreign 
government officials in 2014: “We're the one last Islamist party remain- 
ing in government in the region.”“? The implication was clear. Any 
long-term plans would be subsumed by short-term realities and struc- 
tural constraints. Merely surviving was once again cause for celebration. 

The forces motivating the monarchy to maintain the status quo are 
also compelling: as long as Islamists don’t threaten the survival of the 
regime—and as long as those in the elected government, rather than 
the royal court, can act as shields or shock absorbers for unpopular 
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government polices—there will be little motivation to crack down fur- 
ther. But what if the shield overwhelms the state, if the PJD leader, in 
other words, proves too popular? Another challenging scenario might 
include increased pressure from Morocco’s Gulf allies to clamp down on 
Islamists. Yet, thus far, such allies appear quite content with Morocco’s 
convenient blend of crackdown and co-optation. 

An interaction between the PJD’s then-leader, Benkirane, and 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sissi exemplifies the dynam- 
ics between Moroccan Islamist parties, the government structure, 
and internal competition. Less than two years after Sisi deposed the 
Egyptian Brotherhood, Benkirane, as prime minister, was faced with 
the difficult and precarious position of meeting with him in the spring 
of 2015. For many PJD youth activists, the meeting was tantamount 
to hypocrisy: how could their leader shake hands with the man who 
so violently cracked down on Islamists in Egypt? Of course, at the 
time of the coup, the Moroccan king had congratulated Sissi, and 
Benkirane’s foreign minister had even been dispatched to Sissi’s inau- 
guration. But for many in the rank and file, this face-to-face meeting 
was one step too far. Protests by young PJD members erupted in mul- 
tiple cities across the country. A doctored photo of the meeting—in 
which Benkirane is pictured sitting on Sissi’s lap—circulated on the 
Internet. 

Benkirane, for his part, sought to stem criticism by stating that he 
was meeting Sissi as an emissary for the country and the king—and 
not as a PJD member. His response was, no doubt, diplomatic, but it 
also evinced the deeper message that not only would he do whatever 
was asked of him by the king but also that he was able to sublimate 
his loyalty to the party to that of the state. The ability of the party 
base to protest, however, also offered up another lesson: that the 
presence of the haraka networks makes space for internal protest. 
How these tensions might play out under a less persuasive or popular 
party leader remains to be seen. Yet, even those within the PJD who 
are most critical of the accommodationist approach have relented 
or moved on, either to Al Adl or from politics in general. Even the 
historically most critical party leader, Mustapha Ramid, routinely 
abided by the king’s edicts in his role as Minister of Justice in the 
Benkirane government. 
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In writing about the relative “success” of Islamists in Morocco, then, 
this chapter also calls for closer scrutiny of our very notions of Islamist 
“success.” As Western social scientists, we seem particularly drawn to the 
study of elections. The data sets are available, and, indeed, we tend to 
reflexively study “them” the way we study “us.” We love measuring and 
tracking “democracy,” focusing on winners and losers, on horse races, 
victories, and defeats. We study these things, I suspect, because we are 
guided by the belief that these outcomes matter—that the winners of 
elections actually win something. Yet, in authoritarian contexts—even 
post—Arab Spring contexts—does electoral success translate into suc- 
cess writ large? What if long-standing regimes have stacked the deck— 
rigged the rules—to such an extent that electoral success might not 
mean what we think it does? In the Moroccan context, it becomes 
necessary to ask whether the PJD is really able to enact a far-reaching 
political agenda or effect widespread social change (or any kind of social 
change for that matter) in a context where the king still dominates the 
political sphere—particularly when it comes to religion. 

In thinking critically about what “Islamist success” means, this 
chapter also suggests a closer look at non-electoral or extra-electoral 
Islamist activism. This is an especially important question in a post- 
coup moment where the Egyptian Brotherhood’s experiment with 
electoral participation appears to have been nothing short of abject 
failure. Is it perhaps conceivable that parties and movements that do 
not participate in elections are actually having a more dramatic effect 
on society? Evidence in Pakistan, for example, suggests this, and cer- 
tainly the activism of Al Adl in Morocco confirms this as well. Al Adl 
has become the largest Islamist group in Morocco without participat- 
ing in elections. The PJD garners the headlines, the cabinet appoint- 
ments, the fame, and the international attention, but perhaps Al Adl’s 
activism is more durable. Perhaps the more influential model is the 
one we dont see every day. Thus, the Islamist “success stories” that 
emerge from the region might not be measured or marked by election 
results, but rather by the less concrete things: say, influencing judi- 
cial appointments, religious practices, educational mores, and social 
norms more broadly. 

To participate or vot to participate in the electoral process—that will 
be the question facing the region’s Islamist parties and movements in 
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the years to come. Regardless of the tactics and strategies such parties 
and movements opt for, the lessons of the Moroccan experience are 
unambiguous: abiding by the rules of the political process can help 
ensure some form of survival and increased, if still limited, influence. In 
the aftermath of the Arab Spring, the PJD’s Benkirane analogized the 
ongoing protests in Morocco to a modest fire, one that heated rather 
than destroyed the political process. “The fire was sufficient to heat 
the bowl,” he said. “Thank God, it was not enough to burn it.” If it 
had destroyed it, then it would have also destroyed the main Islamist 
movements in the country—the PJD and Al Adl—who abide by and 
ultimately benefit from it. Increasingly, both movements endure by 
continuing not to “burn” existing political structures. Even if they do 
not outwardly defend the political status quo, the largest Islamist move- 
ments in Morocco continue to preserve and even bolster it. They do so 
because their survival depends on it. 


4 





Syria 


Raphaël Lefèvre 


THE SYRIAN CONFLICT HAS offered a unique opportunity for 
the Muslim Brotherhood to make its comeback on the polit- 
ical stage more than 30 years after President Hafez al-Assad 
forced them out of the country. The local Brotherhood branch, 
founded by Syrian clerics inspired by the ideas of Hassan 
al-Banna, entered parliament in the 1950s and 1960s before taking the 
helm of the Islamist opposition to the Baathist regime in the early 1980s 
and then seeking refuge abroad. In sociological parlance, the Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood therefore transformed from an open social move- 
ment into a social movement organization, one characterized by a limited 
staff and membership base and driven by the “primary goal” of “organi- 
zational survival.”! Its priorities, in other words, have more to do with 
survival and adapting to a volatile environment than with any specific 
political or ideological considerations. 

On the one hand, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood’s development 
of an informal bureaucracy in exile has allowed it to train skilled 
politicians who have safeguarded the organization’s core interests by 
navigating—with considerable pragmatism—Syria’s troubled waters. On 
the other hand, however, the bureaucratization of the Brotherhood has 
also meant its “oligarchization”’*— or the concentration of power within 
the hands of a few longtime Brotherhood figures. Not only has this 
dynamic raised the specter of factionalism and constrained the group’s 
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effectiveness on the ground but it has also alienated other Islamists who 
increasingly view the group as more interested in organizational preser- 
vation than in the actual implementation of its ideological agenda. 


A PRAGMATIC LEADERSHIP 


The Brotherhood’s focus on survival and its development of a cadre of 
skilled politicians explain much of its success in becoming a driving 
force of exiled Syrian politics. The group has routinely been accused 
of directly “controlling” the opposition since the start of the conflict 
in 2011.2 However, in actual fact, the Brotherhood has tended to exert 
its influence in indirect ways. For instance, when the Syrian National 
Council (SNC) was created in September 2011, Brotherhood officials 
neither tried to “Islamize” its political program nor claim leadership. 
Instead, they worked with other activists to build broad alliances. 
They backed opposition figures with backgrounds very distinct from 
their own to become heads of the SNC, such as Burhan Ghalioun, 
a secular Sunni activist; Abdelbasset Sieda, a Kurdish academic; and 
George Sabra, a Christian Marxist. In addition to forging these part- 
nerships, the Muslim Brotherhood showcased its influence by acting 
as a bloc during SNC voting sessions—and this sometimes turned 
them into the opposition’s kingmakers. Indeed, their internal cohe- 
sion and political organization stand in stark contrast to the fragmen- 
tation and shifting alliances that characterize the rest of the Syrian 
opposition to date. 

Muslim Brotherhood politicians again demonstrated their polit- 
ical skill in December 2012 after the Obama administration pushed 
the SNC to integrate the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary 
and Opposition Forces, a new platform that was deemed more diverse 
and representative of the Syrian spectrum. The Brotherhood, at first 
reluctant to enter into a larger body in which their influence would be 
diluted, finally endorsed the move after nominating their strongman, 
Faruk Tayfur, as the new body’s vice president. They also penetrated 
the National Coalition’s decision-making circles through alliances 
with ideological fellow travelers, including the National Action Group 
for Syria, a grouping of ex-Brotherhood members from Aleppo; the 
Committee to Protect Civilians, a humanitarian and military platform 
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active in Homs; and the League of the Syrian Ulema, a lobby group 
gathering religious scholars and headed by Mohamed Ali Sabouni, 
a figure close to the Brotherhood. Yet while this complex cocktail of 
mutual interests and Islamist sympathies, sometimes disguised, helped 
the Brotherhood secure political influence, it further alienated those 
who were already suspicious of its efforts to control the opposition. 
These criticisms reached their apex following the March 2013 election 
of Ghassan Hitto, an ally of Qatar seen by many as the “Brotherhood’s 
man,” as head of the Syrian opposition’s “transitional government.”? 

The row over Hitto’s election, his subsequent resignation, and the 
almost simultaneous nomination of Saudi-backed Ahmed al-Jarba as 
new head of the opposition also reflected the Brotherhood’s entan- 
glement in regional power struggles. The Brotherhood had initially 
supported the Qatari camp in the Syrian opposition in exchange for 
increased media exposure and political support. This, unsurprisingly, 
alienated Saudi Arabia. And when Riyadh ultimately seized the “Syrian 
file” from Doha in 2013, the new landscape naturally translated into 
a decrease in the Brotherhood’s influence. This pushed some of its 
leaders to rethink their strategies. From then on, Faruk Tayfur did his 
utmost to fix the group’s relationship with the kingdom—-sparing little 
of his own political capital to court Riyadh and to support the Saudi 
agenda within the Coalition. His first steps in this direction were 
met with unease by other Brotherhood leaders. Indeed, at precisely 
the same time, Saudi Arabia was encouraging the Egyptian army to 
crack down on the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. Yet Tayfur’s realist 
approach eventually won over the rest of the organization. In January 
2014, most of the Brotherhood members in the Coalition voted in 
favor of Ahmed al-Jarba when he ran for a second time as head of 
the opposition. “We all realized that we don’t stand to gain anything 
from confronting Saudi Arabia,” summed up a source in the leadership 
remarked to me.’ 

This pragmatism even enabled the Syrian Brotherhood to emerge 
unscathed from Saudi Arabia’s March 2014 designation of the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. “Saudi policymakers let us 
know that our organization would be spared from their decision to 
crack down on all Brotherhood branches in the region,” one of the 
group’s leaders explained with tangible relief. Thousands of known 
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Syrian Brothers now continue to safely work and live in the kingdom, 
where many took refuge after Hafez al-Assad’s repression in the early 
1980s. And in November 2014, when the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood 
designated as its new leader Mohamed Walid, a Syrian surgeon practic- 
ing in Jeddah, the Saudi authorities did not raise any objections.® In 
turn, Walid would have warm words for the kingdom. After his elec- 
tion, he thanked Saudi Arabia for “protecting” the Syrian Brothers in 
their exile and for “supporting” the Syrian revolution.? Perhaps more 
significantly, he called the kingdom a “strategic powerhouse for all 
Muslims in the world,” supported its standoff against Iran, and gave his 
blessing early on to the Saudi military intervention in Yemen." 


A CENTRIST IDEOLOGY? 


The accommodation with Saudi Arabia has also made long-stand- 
ing political differences between the leaderships of the Brotherhood’s 
Syrian and Egyptian branches much starker. This divergence is noth- 
ing new. But it emerged forcefully during the Arab Spring after 
high-ranking Syrian Brotherhood figures expressed bewilderment at 
the way their counterparts dealt with Egyptian politics and, in par- 
ticular, with the opposition. A few months before the July 2013 coup, 
Zuheir Salem, a spokesman and chief ideologue for the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood, bluntly argued that it had been a “mistake” for the 
Egyptian Brotherhood to contest the presidential elections. “Egypt 
was a sinking boat and you cannot come and change it the way you are 
doing; I believe that we have to work within a coalition,” he said, refer- 
ring to the Egyptian Brotherhood’s leadership." The Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood had also become increasingly critical of Mohamed Morsi 
and his handling of the conflict in Syria. In May 2013, an official Syrian 
Brotherhood publication used particularly harsh words to describe the 
Egyptian president’s courting of Iran and Russia—two allies of Bashar 
al-Assad’s regime. “It was painful for our people to hear President 
Mohamed Morsi’s remarks in Moscow. ... The Syrian people, includ- 
ing members of our [organization], are waiting for an explanation and 
wonder bitterly: where is President Morsi’s attitude taking him?”” 
Even the Egyptian president’s last-minute policy shift on Syria and his 
call for a worldwide “jihad” against the Assad regime were met with 
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widespread skepticism. “The Syrian people know best what is needed 
for their future. Syrians dont need foreign fighters,” asserted Ali al- 
Bayanouni, a top Syrian Brotherhood figure.'? The Egyptian army’s 
2013 coup naturally pushed the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood’s leader- 
ship to express solidarity with its Egyptian sister and to tone down its 
criticisms of Morsi, but unease between the two branches persisted. 

Ideologically, the Syrian Brotherhood also sought to distance itself 
from its Egyptian counterpart. This desire was already visible a decade 
ago when the Syrian organization published a “National Honour 
Charter” and a “Political Project,” whose content was reiterated in a 
“National Covenant” published in 2012. These documents stressed 
the need to respect the religious, cultural, and political diversity of the 
Syrian people while calling for the establishment of a parliamentary 
regime free from religious oversight. Practically, this meant that leaders 
of the Syrian Brotherhood were highly critical of the Egyptian branch’s 
stipulation that neither a Coptic Christian nor a woman should be 
chosen as president of Egypt. They also rejected Egyptian calls for the 
establishment of an advisory council of clerics who would determine 
whether legal rulings conform to Islamic law. “We don’t want to enter 
the realm of theocracy,” summed up ideologue Zuheir Salem. To make 
its “centrist” (wasatiya) approach more concrete to the public, the Syrian 
Brotherhood spearheaded the creation of the Waad party in July 2013. 
This “national party with an Islamic framework” intended to demon- 
strate that Syrians can “work together” by gathering within a single 
grouping a number of Muslim Brothers, independent Islamists, and 
“national figures” including secular Sunnis and even some Christians 
and Alawites.'4 These moves helped place the leaders of the Syrian 
Brotherhood in the orbit of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
AKP. Mostly based in Istanbul and with a field office in Gaziantep on 
the Syrian—Turkish border, Waad figures enjoy close ties to the Turkish 
government and they have often spoken of their admiration for the 
“Turkish miracle.” 

Officially, the birth of Waad was meant to separate the Brotherhood’s 
religious and social activities, on the one hand, and its political activism 
on the other. Inside the new party, a decision-making process involving 
an equal number of Brotherhood members and nonmembers was spe- 
cifically instituted to ensure a degree of independence from the parent 
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movement. This initially contrasted with Egypt’s Justice and Freedom 
Party, often seen as little more than an arm of the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood. Enshrining a clearer distinction between a religious 
movement (/araka) and a party (hizb) had been a long-standing 
demand of a number of Syrian Muslim Brothers. “This new party is 
the product of the lobbying efforts undertaken by the most moderate 
Brotherhood members and some of the youth a decade ago,” explained 
a high-ranking Waad figure. “It finally allows Muslim Brothers to work, 
free from organizational constraints, with whoever agrees with their 
vision of a post-Assad Syria—including secular Syrians and minorities.” 
The rise of the new party also seemed to offer appealing career prospects 
to young Islamists frustrated by the older generation’s monopoly on 
the Brotherhood’s leadership. A figure close to the Brotherhood cyni- 
cally observed that “the creation of Waad was a way to give positions 
to ambitious politicians frustrated by the lack of opportunities in the 
Brotherhood.” 

It remains to be seen whether Waad will retain its self-professed 
“political independence.” The party’s independence was undermined 
by the November 2014 election of its own head, Mohammed Walid, as 
the new leader of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. Walid immediately 
resigned from his post, but suspicion now lingers that the party was 
always merely acting as the Brotherhood’s political wing. “The whole 
idea behind the party was to show independence from the Brotherhood’s 
leadership,” an activist close to Waad bitterly complained. “Walid’s 
election destroyed everything.” The Syrian Brotherhood’s new leader 
acknowledged as much when he stated in early 2015 that Waad had 
“not grown and developed as planned.”!° Indeed, to date, the Muslim 
Brothers still fund most of the party’s activities, and they have yet 
to relinquish any of their seats to Waad members in the opposition 
Coalition. The debate is likely to intensify between advocates of a more 
radical separation between party and movement and those who argue 
that it is an ill-timed, costly, and mostly cosmetic initiative. 


THE RISK OF FACTIONALISM 


Tension between the Syrian Brotherhood’s youth and the older genera- 
tion largely pre-dates the debate over the Waad party. It dates back to 
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the mid-1980s, when the group’s efforts at establishing a “bureau- 
cracy in exile” to ensure organizational survival led to its “oligar- 
chization”. Clique structures started to emerge and to compete 
with each other for internal power. Factionalism thus became a 
main feature of the Syrian Brotherhood. But additional cracks 
in the foundation appeared after the 2010 election of Riyadh 
al-Shugfa as the group’s leader. His election came to symbolize the vic- 
tory of a powerful bloc made up mainly of conservative figures from 
Hama and Idlib who belong to the older generation. Disappointment 
at the election results prompted a group of reform-minded Islamists 
from Aleppo in their 30s and early 40s to defect from the Brotherhood 
and to set up a parallel structure called the National Action Group 
for Syria.” “We were frustrated by the older generations monopoly of 
power and we wanted to clearly separate politics from da’wa [religious 
activities] by having our own political platform,” recounted a member 
of the splinter group. “Our vision was very much neo-Brotherhood.” 
At first, the National Action Group gained traction by proposing 
political initiatives aimed at gathering the exiled opposition under one 
umbrella. It would become a founding member of the SNC, and its 
leader, Ahmed Ramadan, would rapidly emerge as one of the opposi- 
tion’s most influential figures. 

Yet a series of challenges surfaced that effectively stalled the rise of 
these ex-Muslim Brothers. Internally, many members grew frustrated 
with Ahmed Ramadan’s central role in the group’s decision-making 
process. “The National Action Group ended up making the same mis- 
take as the Brotherhood,” resentfully argued one of its former mem- 
bers. “The platform became heavily centralized around very few key 
figures—and this felt like an insult in the face of those of us who also 
had ambitions.” Figures close to the group also suggest that this cen- 
tralization of power eventually stymied debate and prevented the emer- 
gence of a clear politico-ideological vision capable of competing with 
the Brotherhood’s. Externally, the tactical alliances forged between 
the National Action Group and the Syrian Brotherhood—initially 
meant to increase their mutual influence in the SNC and later in the 
Coalition—tresulted in much confusion within the rest of the opposi- 
tion. “To me, whether they are Ikhwan [Brotherhood] or neo-Ikhwan 
is the same—they come from the same background and I oppose their 
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agenda,” summed up a left-wing member of the Syrian opposition. An 
official from the National Action Group agreed that it had “made mis- 
takes” and that it would “take time” until the group developed an origi- 
nal political project and became a truly independent force. 

Concurrent with the birth of the National Action Group, the 
Brotherhood took steps to prevent yet another generational split from 
its ranks. “Our youth have been very active at the level of the base—now 
we want to give them more opportunities to organize, launch initia- 
tives, and reach leadership positions,” explained a Muslim Brotherhood 
figure who belongs to the older generation. The crisis in Syria indeed 
seems to have fired up the youth, who, until then, were not particu- 
larly involved in the affairs of the exiled organization. After 2011, young 
Syrians afhliated with the Brotherhood flocked to Istanbul, where the 
group's headquarters is located, to take part in initiatives such as raising 
the Syrian revolution’s profile on social media and setting up charities 
that provide aid to the refugees. Others are the driving force behind 
the publication of the group’s weekly newspaper and, more generally, 
behind its public relations and outreach initiatives. Recent figures even 
suggest that as many as half of the Syrian Brotherhood’s staff are junior 
members of the group.’ 

It is in this context that the new generation began playing a more 
important political role within the organization. The creation of the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood’s youth office in 2012 provided the frame- 
work in which young members could organize as an internal lobby 
group and more effectively voice their grievances to the leadership. 
This, at least initially, seemed to yield results. The youth office obtained 
funds from the Brotherhood’s leadership to organize a large conference 
in December 2012. The event gathered in Istanbul hundreds of youth 
who, because of exile, had until then been scattered throughout the 
world—it thus had an important socializing role. The conference also 
witnessed the rise of young and charismatic conservative politicians, a 
few of whom were subsequently asked to join the Brotherhood’s top 
leadership.” 

Yet the specter of further generational tensions still lingers over the 
Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. Politically, the youth contingent is domi- 
nated by idealist and revolutionary figures who don‘ see eye to eye with 
the older generation’s attempt to seek an accommodation at all costs 
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with Saudi Arabia and offer up any number of tactical concessions in the 
name of pragmatism. In January 2014, a statement by a “group of sons of 
the Muslim Brotherhood” criticized the leadership for tending to “ally 
with personalities and groups that seek a political settlement with the 
regime and that have strong ties to regional and international powers 
while it reduces its interaction with those revolutionary forces working 
to overthrow the regime using all means.””° Organizationally, the youth 
are highly critical of the murky power struggle within the leadership 
that pits a bloc of Muslim Brothers from Hama and Idlib against those 
from Aleppo. In February 2014, younger members attempted to intro- 
duce greater transparency in the decision-making process, but their ini- 
tiative was thwarted by the Consultative Council (the Majlis al-Shura, 
which acts as the Brotherhood’s internal parliament). As mentioned 
earlier, the election of 70-year-old Mohamed Walid as the head of the 
Syrian Brotherhood came as a bitter disappointment. In an attempt to 
heal the growing rift, the new leader nominated as his deputy Hussam 
Ghadban, then head of the Brotherhood’s youth office.” But youth 
frustration still simmers. “We wanted to see a radical change in the 
group’s leadership,” recounted a young and self-described “revolution- 
ary’ Muslim Brother. “What we got instead is cosmetic change and 
more of the same—the old generation is still very much in control of 
the Consultative Council and of the leadership.” 


THE DILEMMAS OF MILITARY WORK 


In a further bid to appeal to the new generation, Mohamed Walid 
promised to “concentrate on the youth” and to allocate 75 percent of 
the Brotherhood’s financial resources to activities inside Syria—which 
are overwhelmingly carried out by young Muslim Brotherhood 
members.” This is also part of the group's wider strategy to regain a foot- 
hold in the country after three decades abroad. “We may have influence 
in the exiled opposition but our organization cannot survive for long 
if it continues to be based outside of Syria,” argued a member close to 
the leadership. Initially, this willingness to reconnect with Syrians and to 
contribute to the revolution on the ground led the Brotherhood to invest 
in humanitarian efforts. Its charity arm, Ataa Relief, has been one of the 
most active organizations in the refugee camps on the Syrian—Turkish 
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border. The Brotherhood also opened an office in Aleppo and another 
in the countryside of Idlib. But in the context of the current conflict in 
Syria, part of the Brotherhood’s strategy has also consisted of courting 
rebel groups and forming its own brigades—with mixed results. 

These efforts only really took off in early 2012 when individuals 
belonging to the Muslim Brotherhood participated in the creation of 
the Committee to Protect Civilians (Himayat al-Madaniyin), a platform 
that distributes humanitarian aid around Homs and also provides rebel 
groups with “logistical support.” A high-ranking Syrian Brotherhood 
figure recounted the strategy: “Given that the notion of armed struggle 
was still rather controversial in opposition circles, Brotherhood lead- 
ers temporarily decentralized decisions on this matter and left it up to 
members themselves to engage, or not engage, in that type of activ- 
ity.” Yet as the military struggle later came to dominate—and as some 
rebel brigades began to engage in looting and executions—rumors 
spread that the Brotherhood had grown frustrated and had formed its 
own rebel groups.” The move was formalized in December 2012 when 
the group’s leadership announced the formation of the Shields of the 
Revolution Commission (Hayat Duro’ al-Thawra), a military platform 
gathering dozens of “centrist-minded” rebel brigades that “trust the 
Brotherhood.” 

In theory, the Shields had the potential to be an influential actor 
on the Syrian rebel scene. Following its creation, it rapidly swal- 
lowed many smaller brigades. Its fighters became equipped with 
high-quality anti-tank weapons. And by clearly rejecting “all calls for 
takfeer, forced displacement, mass murder and sectarian and ethnic 
discrimination,” the rebel platform portrayed itself as moderate in 
unambiguous terms—thus potentially attracting foreign backing.” 
Yet despite these advantages, the Shields failed to emerge as a sig- 
nificant force on the ground. While the Muslim Brotherhood’s sup- 
port initially attracted funding, it also accentuated the mistrust of 
other Islamist rebel groups—be they similarly centrist or more radi- 
cal. Some viewed the Brotherhood as self-interested and still remem- 
bered the group’s own history in the late 1970s when leaders called 
for “jihad” against the Assad regime and joined hands with other 
Islamist militias, only to retract from the alliance soon afterward and 
to escape Syria, leaving thousands of fighters behind. “We haven't yet 
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managed to overcome the mistrust of the past,” acknowledged a 
Brotherhood member tasked with handling relations with rebel 
groups in Syria. This effectively prevented the Shields from join- 
ing major rebel alliances such as the Islamic Front, the Syrian 
Revolutionaries Front, or the Army of Victory (Jaysh al-Fatah). In 
addition, the Brotherhood’s lack of sophisticated understanding of 
military action led to confused decisions that weakened the Shields. 
For instance, an attempt to decentralize the platform’s command- 
and-control structure to allow for local autonomy backfired. It took 
until October 2013 for Shields fighters from Idlib province to mount 
a coordinated attack with their counterparts in Hama on a regime 
checkpoint. The lack of tight hierarchy may also have led some bri- 
gades to “misbehave,” in the words of a source inside the Shields. 
These embarrassing failures eventually led the Muslim Brotherhood 
to reduce its support for the rebel platform. “The Shields have lost the 
support of many inside the Brotherhood,” explained a figure in the lead- 
ership. “Some argue that we should not get involved in military activi- 
ties since we are first and foremost an organization focused on da’ wa 
and politics. Others are disappointed by the performance of the fighters 
on the ground. And most of us find that the whole enterprise cost too 
much money.” The election of Mohamed Walid may have put the final 
nail in the coffin of the Shields. The new leader of the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood made it clear that he intends to essentially focus on “mis- 
sionary and educational activities” inside Syria.” A source inside the 
Shields confirmed the Brotherhood’s dwindling support: “Nowadays 
the group’s leadership mainly provides us with media support as well as 
food and clothes—but we need money and weapons to continue training 
and operating in Syria.” This growing tension has led a number of rebel 
groups to defect from the Shields over the past year. Most of the defectors 
have so far joined other mainstream Islamist rebel platforms close to the 
Brotherhood’s ideology, including the Sham Legion (Faylaq al-Sham) and 
the Soldiers of Sham (Ajnad al-Sham).”’ This, however, could well change 
in the medium and long term. Indeed, extremist Islamist groups are on 
the rise precisely in the areas where the Shields have some presence. The 
al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra, now rebranded as Jabhat Fath al-Sham, 
controls vast swathes of Idlib province, while the Islamic State, for long 
confined to its stronghold of Raqqa and to Eastern Syria, emerged as a 
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powerful force in the countryside of Homs and Hama. Given the 
Brotherhood’s decreased support for the Shields, some brigades could in 
the future be tempted to join these more radical alternatives—which, in 
addition to holding vast financial resources, also provide an increasingly 
appealing ideological model. 


THE CHALLENGE OF EXTREMISM 


The leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood were slow to grasp the ideologi- 
cal challenge stemming from the rise of extremist groups. At first they 
even refused to acknowledge their very presence on the ground. In April 
2013, the Brotherhood’s then-leader, Riyadh al-Shugfa, insisted that 
“there is no extremism in Syria.”?® It would take the meteoric rise of the 
Islamic State for him to recognize their significance and to disassociate 
the Brotherhood from such radical groups. “We disagree with ISIS, first 
because of its extremist ideas, and second, because of its violent actions,” 
he stated in September 2014 before advising Islamic State chief Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi to “refer to the Quran and the Sunna to understand Islam 
correctly and to improve his approach.””? Yet even then he went to great 
lengths to argue that the Syrian people's inherent “moderation and tol- 
erance” would make the Islamic State a temporary phenomenon that 
would quickly fade after the collapse of the Assad regime. His successor, 
Mohammed Walid, adopted a more forceful approach against Islamist 
extremists. Shortly after his election in November 2014, he criticized the 
Islamic State for “deviating from the Syrian revolution’s track.”*° He also 
threatened the use of “self defense” against the Islamic State in the event 
Muslim Brothers came under attack inside Syria.*! 

But while the Brotherhood’s leaders came to realize the security 
implications behind the rise of extremism, few seem to be aware of the 
dangers that the Islamic State’s ideological orientation and achievements 
on the ground pose to the wider group. Frustrated by the Brotherhood’s 
organizational rigidity and poor military performance, a small number 
of members may already have left the group in recent years to join more 
radical platforms such as Ahrar al-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, and perhaps 
the Islamic State too. There is a growing risk that the “Islamic” governance 
structures established by these organizations on the ground may become 
an increasingly appealing alternative to young Islamists alienated by the 
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pragmatism and seeming political opportunism of the Brotherhood’s 
leaders. “ISIS has succeeded where the Brotherhood has failed,” 
summed up (with a hint of admiration) a former Muslim Brother 
who is now closer to radical Islamist groups in Syria. “It restored the 
Caliphate and took many Muslims back to religion.” This vulnerability 
of some members to the ideology of radical groups seems to have its 
roots in the failure of the Brotherhood’s educational program and cur- 
riculum (tarbiya). 

Interestingly, the ideological moderation undergone by the 
Brotherhood throughout the 2000s was not free from internal con- 
troversy. The strongest resistance it faced came from the very clerics 
responsible for the group’s educational program. This consequently 
meant that aspiring Muslim Brothers continued to be taught a vari- 
ety of ideas and authors that naturally included Mustafa al-Sibai, the 
founder of the Syrian Brotherhood and a supporter of democracy, but 
also included radical figures such as Said Hawwa, who supported jihad 
against the Syrian regime in the 1970s and advocated the restoration 
32 « 


of the caliphate.” “Those responsible for the educational program still 
teach the radical strands of Islamist thinking and, in the context of 
today’s conflict in Syria, this has left a number of Muslim Brothers 
ideologically confused,” explained a former member who himself went 
through the curricula. “The group’s official discourse is one thing. But 


behind closed doors some clerics still call for the establishment of an 





Islamic state—without elaborating much further on what they actually 
mean by that.” 

The growing gap between the Brotherhood’s official discourse and 
the kind of speech that some members are spreading at the grassroots 
level has become more evident since the U.S.-led air strikes on Islamic 
State strongholds in Syria and Iraq. The anti-Western tone of some 
Brotherhood clerics—something almost entirely absent from the ofh- 
cial discourse of the leadership—reached new heights. A video featur- 
ing one such cleric was widely circulated on social media platforms 
affiliated with the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. In it, he lambasted the 
United States in particularly harsh terms: 


There is a global alliance led by America, the world’s leader in ter- 


rorism, whose crimes are more than to be counted and greater than 
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to be looked into. America has gathered its soldiers, troops, weap- 
ons, equipment and allies to allegedly destroy ISIS. ... O Americans! 
O allies! Return home for we need you not! You are the cause of the 
plague and the reason for the ailment. You are the ones who have 
given these regimes power over us, shedding blood and destroying 
the crops and the stocks. O Americans! O allies! O Westerners! The 
Nation needs you not for it is a great time-honoured nation and you 


are those who installed all these oppressive regimes. 


In the video, the Syrian Brotherhood cleric also criticized the Islamic 
State for originating from “international intelligence agencies” and for 
declaring an “imaginary caliphate which all [religious] scholars have 
declared to be null and void.” More appealing arguments may be 
needed to effectively counter the ideology spread by extremist groups. 
Mohamed Walid seemed to acknowledge as much in February 2015 
when he stressed that “deep ideological differences exist between the 
Muslim Brotherhood and [the Islamic State].”*4 In a later intervention, 
he specified that “the imposition of sharia by force is a mistaken under- 
standing of the texts and a mistaken understanding of Islam itself.”* It 
will now be up to the group’s clerics to embrace the “centrist” discourse 
of the Brotherhood’s leaders—or risk losing parts of their base to more 
radical Islamist groups. 


A NEW APPROACH TO THE BROTHERHOOD 


The ways in which the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood has attempted to 
regain a foothold inside the country after decades of absence, and the 
type of challenges it has faced, illustrate the relevance of what is known 
as resource mobilization theory for the study of Islamic activism. Over 
the past decade, Brotherhood branches throughout the Middle East 
have mainly been analyzed as social movements. Researchers focused 
on the ways broad political structures affected grassroots support for 
the Brotherhood, and this approach may still be valid in relatively stable 
countries like Morocco or Tunisia. Yet in a regional political context 
marked by the return of state authoritarianism and an intensifying 
crackdown against Brotherhood branches, new theoretical lines of 
enquiry have emerged. One particularly interesting approach is to better 
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understand the factors behind the Brotherhood’s resilience despite all 
the challenges mentioned in this chapter. 

What distinguishes Brotherhood branches from the countless other 
Islamist groups in the Middle East is the emphasis they place on the 
development of an informal “bureaucracy.” And when they undergo 
repression and have to seek refuge abroad, their “bureaucracy” is one 
of the last tools they are left with. The case of the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood demonstrates the key role these internal structures can 
play in helping to raise a professional cadre of politicians, socialize the 
youth into party loyalty, and unite members with the ultimate purpose 
of preserving the organization under dire circumstances. It comes at a 
high cost, however, as the group may ultimately become more inter- 
ested in “organizational maintenance” than in the actual pursuit of the 
political goals it was originally created for, something that may spur 
internal disagreement and dissent. 

Resource mobilization theory, with the focus it puts on the need 
to study the internal and organizational nature of social movements, 
offers theoretical insights that are relevant beyond the case of the Syrian 
Brotherhood. It allows researchers to delve deeply into current inter- 
nal debates within virtually all Brotherhood branches and to evaluate 
the importance of splinter groups emerging out of the organization 
on ideological, generational, or regional lines. This “neo-institutional- 
ist approach” also encourages scholars to consider the changing nature 
of these groups’ decision-making structures and internal struggles. 
Such avenues for research are crucial not only to better understand 
the groups themselves but also because, as this chapter shows, internal 
considerations, rather than ideological ones, often dictate key political 
decisions. 


a 


Yemen 


Stacey Philbrick Yadav 


FOR THE BETTER PART of 20 years, Yemen's political landscape was 
shaped substantially by the relationship between its largest Islamist 
party, the Yemeni Congregation for Reform (Islah), and the regime 
of former president Ali Abdullah Saleh. The 2011 uprising and ensu- 
ing transitional process and descent into war have altered the position 
of Islah by increasing the number of major players and reducing the 
significance of party politics at the center in relation to armed conflicts 
and populist pressure from the periphery. 

The changing role of Yemen’s Islah party offers important lessons 
not only for those interested in mapping Yemen’s domestic politics but 
also for the study of Islamism more broadly. It speaks to the pressures 
that mainstream Islamist parties face in the revolutionary (and counter- 
revolutionary) climate of 2011 and its aftermath, balancing emerging 
opportunities for political power with extra-institutional challenges to 
party relevance on the ground. In Yemen, the most pressing issues have 
included the party’s ambiguous position on wider populist mobiliza- 
tion, the murky relationship between the party’s Salafi right flank and 
extremist organizations like al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) 
and the Islamic State, and the impact of a fraught regional climate in 
which Muslim Brotherhood—allied parties face uncertainty and out- 
right suppression. 
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Before the 2011 uprising and in the challenging years since, Islah has 
remained adaptive and dynamic, pursuing a strategy of self-preserva- 
tion but not immune to miscalculation. In particular, this adaptabil- 
ity has come at some cost for centrist Muslim Brotherhood members 
within the party. While Islah has an ideological hard core of party lead- 
ers with clear Muslim Brotherhood ties, these figures have never been 
unconstrained in their ability to pursue their goals. Instead, they have 
needed to be ever mindful ofa Salafi flank within the party that has reg- 
ularly flirted with other centers of power, as well as a tribal faction with 
access to regime largesse. To add to this challenge, the party leadership 
has been over-reliant on external patrons and international organiza- 
tions to maintain its political position in the context of a destructive, 
ongoing war. 

To the extent that its leadership grounds its politics in the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood’s school of thought, it is fair to consider Islah a 
Brotherhood affiliate. Yet there are limits to this interpretation. On the 
one hand, Yemen’s greater political openness in the 1990s and 2000s 
gave the Yemeni Brotherhood organizational opportunities that many 
others throughout the region, and certainly those in Egypt, lacked. On 
the other hand, the Brotherhood’s necessary (and politically costly) rela- 
tionships with other party factions mean that it has never been fully in 
command of Islah. This is an important reminder to approach Islamist 
organizations not as ideological monoliths, but as networks of actors 
situated in specific relationships, and to inquire as much into their allies 
and adversaries (both within and across organizations). 

Taking this approach to Islah reveals the ways in which the Yemeni 
Muslim Brotherhood has adapted to survive decades of authoritarian 
encroachment—but also why it has struggled to navigate the tumultu- 
ous politics of a failed transition and civil war. Like other Brotherhood 
organizations in the region, Yemen’s movement can be characterized as 
paradoxically “resilient and adaptable but also reactive and slow mov- 
ing.”! Ultimately, the Brotherhood’s increasing difficulty in adapting is 
less about its Islamist ideology than it is about the declining relevance 
of formal institutions as the arbiter of political power in post-2o01 
Yemen. Islah poses the question, then, of what happens to mainstream, 
gradualist Islamists in moments of more radical change. 
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ISLAMISM BEFORE UNIFICATION 


Because Yemen only came into being as a single unified state in 1990, 
“Yemeni Islamism” is not a single phenomenon but is grounded in 
complex histories and patterns of state-society relations. Intra-Yemeni 
regionalism remains a significant fault line today and is intimately 
interwoven with the story of Yemeni Islamism as well.’ 

Yemenis from the North and South were exposed to Muslim 
Brotherhood ideology through scholarly and political interactions with 
founder Hassan al-Banna and his followers in Cairo and Beirut in the 
1940s, but the ideological lessons from these interactions tended to be of 
a generically republican and postcolonial nationalist variety.* Yemenis 
influenced by Banna criticized the legitimacy of the Zaydi Imamate in 
the North and British colonial rule in the South, but this critique was 
neither the sole purview of Islamists nor particularly sectarian in flavor, 
with Zaydi Shiite and Sunni intellectuals alike seeking guidance from 
their more organized and politicized Egyptian brethren. In part, this 
was a reflection of the doctrinal closeness between the Sunni traditions 
of the Shaffi school and Zaydi Shiism, and the legacy of integration 
between members of the two communities. 

Indeed, the political Left was, and for many years remained, 
the more significant target of Islamist mobilization. Following the 
establishment of a republican regime in the Northern Yemen Arab 
Republic (YAR), an organization led by students of the then more 
radical Brotherhood of the 1960s was promoted by the regime to 
counter real and perceived threats of leftist interference from the 
South.’ This “Islamic Front” functioned as an auxiliary to the emerg- 
ing state in the YAR, but given the weakness of representative institu- 
tions at the time, it functioned neither as a party nor a broad-based 
social movement. 

In the 1980s, the leadership of North Yemen's Islamic Front was 
gradually incorporated into and empowered by the institutions of the 
the expanding bureaucracy of the YAR. Islamists carved out distinct 
ideological space under the wide tent of the ruling General People’s 
Congress (GPC), even in the absence of formal partisan competition. 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh drew several future leaders of Islah into his 
governing apparatus, most notably Shaykh Abd al-Majid al-Zindani, a 
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prominent Salafi figure, and Shaykh Abdullah bin Husayn al-Ahmar, 
paramount sheikh of the Hashid tribal confederation, whose attraction 
to Islamism was largely driven by his social conservatism.’ President 
Saleh also appointed the most prominent member of Yemen’s Muslim 
Brotherhood, Yassin Abdul Aziz al-Qubati, to head the Ministry of 
Education.° A Brotherhood-affiliated newspaper was established in 
1985, and when internal elections within the GPC were held in 1988, 
Brotherhood-affiliated Islamists won six out of the seven constituencies 
in which they competed.’ As one scholar of the period remarked, “It 
was clear, even in the muddled conditions of no explicit parties or party 
platforms and of large numbers of candidates, that people wished for 
a change. In Sanaa the Islamists seemed like those who might promote 
such change.”® 

It was from this internal faction within the ruling party that the 
future leadership of Islah began to coalesce by the late 1980s. The uni- 
fication of North and South Yemen in 1990 provided a major institu- 
tional incentive for Islah’s formalization, even as the very concept of 
hizbiyya (multi-party politics) drove a wedge in Islamist ranks.” Senior 
Salafi figures rejected the notion of partisanship in favor of a more qui- 
etist da’wa, but Muslim Brotherhood members were keen to seize the 
political opportunities offered by new multiparty competition. In this, 
they followed reasonably closely the “template” of other Brotherhood 
organizations in the region, one characterized by “great responsiveness 
to the political context and legal environment in which they operate.” 

Unlike other Brotherhood affiliates, Yemen’s Brotherhood faction 
initially lacked the momentum to develop and unify into a strong social 
movement (haraka), prompting Brotherhood leaders to align with those 
Salafis who could countenance party building (like Zindani), as well as 
tribal figures, to build a broad tent of social conservatives. Several tribal 
and Salafi figures enjoyed popular support far greater than that of the 
Brotherhood leaders, who could command only a modest following 
in major cities and on university campuses in the early 1990s.'! Many 
of the tribal figures were of Zaydi Shia background, and the Salafi 
and Brotherhood wings each had different visions of the relationship 
between state and society, making this a messy, uneasy grouping. But as 
the party’s strong showing in the 1993 election would indicate, the three 
factions that jointly made up Islah could together pose a formidable 
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threat to the Yemeni Left, while helping to further cement Northern 
dominance within Yemen's political elite. 


THE UNITY REGIME AND ISLAH'S ADAPTIVE ISLAMISM 


Governing in coalition with Saleh’s GPC, the Muslim Brotherhood 
spent much of the 1990s under the Islah tent, building an organiza- 
tional base on the national level by mobilizing on university campuses 
and via the networks of the Islah Charitable Society, one of only two 
genuinely national nongovernmental organizations with branches in 
every governorate. Like other Brotherhood affiliates in the region, 
the charitable society, while nominally independent, had overlapping 
membership with the political apparatus. 

Alongside the Brotherhood factions growing organizational 
capacity, the early decision of many Salafis to reject electoral poli- 
tics effectively divided the country’s Salafi movement and conse- 
quently strengthened the Brotherhood’s position within the new 
Islah party, allowing Brothers to lay claim to influential leadership 
roles. While the biggest names in the party remained Shaykh Zindani 
and Shaykh Abdullah al-Ahmar—with each representing important 
non-Brotherhood sources of mobilizational power—the Brotherhood 
designed and articulated party platforms, represented the party at 
partisan functions, and did the organizational heavy lifting involved 
in party building, moving quickly to establish branch offices, youth 
organizations, and campus affiliates in every governorate. Meanwhile, 
Salafis aligned with Islah engaged in heavily politicized da’wa through 
tertiary educational institutions and Zindani’s Al-Iman University, 
relying on the party’s relationship with the GPC to stave off leftist 
calls for curricular oversight.” 

Islah’s effort to build a national base should be understood not only 
as an expression of the Brotherhood’s leadership but also in relation to 
North-South divides. The combined legislative impact of Islah and the 
GPC after 1993 gave “the North” a commanding majority in the parlia- 
ment, fueling the Southern leadership’s anxiety and ultimately contrib- 
uting to the outbreak of civil war in 1994. While Salafi figures were the 
driving force behind the deployment of the armed Islamist auxiliaries 
that supported the North during the fighting, Muslim Brotherhood 


YEMEN 93 


leaders lacked the capacity (and perhaps the will) to rein in targeted 
violence in the South. 

Islah’s transition from regime ally to adversary unfolded in fits and 
starts over the remaining years of the 1990s, facilitated by the obsoles- 
cence of the Yemeni Socialist Party after 1994. Islah participated in a 
governing coalition until after the 1997 parliamentary elections, when 
ministers began to resign in protest against the (predictable) encroach- 
ments of the Saleh regime. Still, criticism of the regime was not uni- 
versal, with different views emanating from Islah’s senior leadership. 
The shift toward opposition to Saleh was deepest and earliest among 
Brotherhood members, who began reaching out to non-Islamist parties 
without the support of senior tribal and Salafi figures. The result was 
deepening tensions within Islah. Both Zindani and Shaykh al-Ahmar 
endorsed President Saleh’s 1999 move to amend the constitution and 
consolidate power under a directly-elected presidency, against vocifer- 
ous opposition from disenchanted Muslim Brotherhood members. 

By the early 2000s, the Brotherhood faction within Islah could 
count on the fruits of its institution building over the previous decade, 
as many campus activists entered the workforce and became increas- 
ingly influential within professional syndicates and other NGOs. ‘This 
facilitated coordination with other parties, as both leftists and Islamists 
had pragmatic and effective leaders who hoped to limit Saleh’s further 
consolidation of power. It was the combination of a changing global 
climate after the September mm terror attacks and the assassination 
of socialist Jar Allah Umar in December 2002, however, that pushed 
Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood to stem both Saleh and the Salafi Right 
through the formation of a formal opposition alliance. 

The six parties of the new Joint Meeting Parties (JMP) alliance 
(which included Islah, the Yemeni Socialist Party, Nasserists, Baathists, 
al-Haqq, and the Union of Popular Forces) naturally had considerable 
ideological differences and thus coalesced around issues of procedural 
reform, decentralization, and anticorruption.'? Regime officials kept 
Islah busy, exploiting wedge issues among JMP members and between 
the Brotherhood and Salafi wings of the party. Brotherhood leaders 
within Islah shifted considerable attention away from building grass- 
roots support outside of the capital toward sustaining their delicate 
alliances. 
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Not only were its ties to constituents eroded by this elite focus, but 
Islah’s participation in the JMP also led to Salafi efforts to “discipline” 
Brotherhood members through campaigns of takfir, or excommunica- 
tion, and even the establishment of a rival extrapartisan institution of 
Salafis bridging the gap between Islah and the ruling party. Brotherhood 
leaders, cognizant of the threat Salafi defection from Islah would pose 
to their own viability, were under considerable strain; while some pulled 
closer to the JMP, others refused to back opposition policies that they 
feared would further alienate Salafis. These internal conflicts contrib- 
uted to the postponement of the 2009 parliamentary elections.” 

The agreement to delay the elections may well have been a decisive 
one for the Brotherhood, as it further eroded the faction’s credibility on 
the ground. Closing down formal institutional channels through which 
Yemen's increasingly educated and urban population could pursue its 
grievances against the Saleh regime, the postponement occurred along- 
side the growth of alternative channels of mobilization. Popular unrest 
arrived well ahead of the rescheduled elections, and neither the JMP 
nor Islah’s Brotherhood leadership were well positioned to respond. 


HOW ISLAH COMPARED TO OTHER BROTHERHOODS 
BEFORE 20II 


Ideologically, the Brotherhood core of Islah can be characterized as 
republican and modernist in its outlook and priorities, advancing 
notions of citizenship that are nonsectarian, promoting some politi- 
cal equality for women, and most of all calling for accountable gov- 
ernance.’? At the same time, non-Brotherhood pressures from within 
the party have meant that Islah as a whole has adopted positions and 
enacted policies that have been inconsistent with these principles. The 
establishment of the JMP exacerbated these internal divides. On the 
one hand, forming an alliance with leftists and other non-Islamists left 
the Brotherhood vulnerable to critique by Salafis of takfir. On the other 
hand, the formalization of the alliance gave Brotherhood members a 
network of allies and channels of support from outside the party with 
which to balance against internal demands and pressures.!° 

The tensions within Islah are reflected in how different factions have 
taken responsibility for the party’s political and evangelical roles. The 
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Brotherhood exerted a strong grip on a complex set of intersecting 
institutions throughout the country, mobilizing students and women 
activists through dedicated youth and women’s branches. The growing 
power of these groups was reflected in internal elections in the 2000s.” 
By contrast, the Salafi wing of the party played a larger role in the 
organization's da’wa efforts through “scientific institutes” that were not 
formally under the control of the party and are better understood as 
“aligned” with Islah. These institutions posed a particular challenge 
to the Brotherhood in the 2000s, as they advanced a less republican 
and more sectarian agenda and were seen as enabling, if not encourag- 
ing, violence. The Houthi-Salafi conflict thus became something that 
Brotherhood Islahis could not fully disavow, but which many found 
counterproductive to the JMP’s reform agenda. In the transitional 
period after 2011, this tension came to a dramatic head as violence 
occurred between supporters of the Zaydi revivalist Houthi movement 
and rival militias aligned with Salafi factions of Islah.'® 

The centrifugal pressures that stem from the party’s fragmentation 
mean that Islah’s experience has differed from other Brotherhood orga- 
nizations, which have maintained greater internal coherence and dis- 
cipline. At its most polarized moment following the death of Sheikh 
al-Ahmar in 2007 through the delay of the 2009 elections, it seemed 
possible that Islah might split into a Brotherhood wing tied to the JMP 
and a Salafi organization, with the latter potentially aligning with the 
regime. The 2o11 uprising nonetheless showed that when the opportu- 
nity for a split presented itself, the party had some institutional sticki- 
ness. The Salafi faction could have very well defected in 2o11 to the 
Rashad Union, a newly established Salafi party, but the benefits offered 
to Islah as a whole by the transitional process helped hold its dispa- 
rate factions together, even as they did little to resolve its characteris- 
tic fragmentation. Indeed, this fragmentation may have been essential 
to Islah’s adaptability, allowing the party to be many things to many 
people in a time of uncertainty. 


ISLAH IN A CLIMATE OF REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE, 20II—20I15 


As with other countries that experienced populist uprisings in 2011, 
Yemen's Muslim Brotherhood was not the primary driver of mobilization 
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but managed to secure a substantial share of power in the transitional 
process. As protest movements gathered strength in Tunisia and Egypt, 
Yemen’s JMP responded with tepid, reform-oriented “pink protests” 
designed to signal its position as a loyal opposition with reformist, not 
revolutionary, demands.” This focus on reform was out of sync with 
the aspirations of many young activists. While Brotherhood lead- 
ers participated in protests, they took a backseat as youth activists in 
“Change Square” and other squares throughout the country organized 
for Saleh’s ouster. This decline in the JMP’s relevance (and, by extension, 
the Brotherhood’s relevance) among protesters stood in stark contrast to 
international mediation efforts pursued simultaneously, which sought 
to work directly with organized opposition parties as representative of 
“the Yemeni people.” Once it became clear that the Gulf Cooperation 
Council-backed transitional agreement would offer President Saleh and 
his associates legal immunity for crimes committed before and during 
the uprising, and that the transitional government would include many 
Saleh loyalists, protesters began to target the JMP itself, critical of an 
opposition that would agree to such concessions.”” 

With this shift in the protest movement came a shift in the 
Brotherhood’s ties to its allies and adversaries. Whereas Brotherhood 
leaders initially sought to piggyback on youth enthusiasm, Salafi mili- 
tias soon began to work to control protest spaces, in alliance with some 
tribal militias. Members of the Houthi movement, who had until this 
point participated alongside other protest groups against Saleh, also 
began to bring weapons to the protest squares, and the collaborative 
relationship that had developed among some Islahi and Houthi youth 
began to deteriorate.*1 While the violence of Islah and Houthi members 
pales in comparison to the warlike conditions that unfolded between 
tribal militias and factions of the fractured armed forces outside the 
capital, Islah—Houthi skirmishes nonetheless undermined the coher- 
ence of protest spaces and laid the foundation for substantial conflicts 
during the transitional period. 

Islah generally, and the Brotherhood specifically, became the single 
greatest beneficiary of the transitional agreement after former president 
Saleh and his closest associates. The framework established by the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) and later adopted by the United Nations 
hinged on a power-sharing agreement between members of the JMP 
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and the General People’s Congress, the former ruling party. As the larg- 
est and best-organized member of the JMP, Islah played an important 
role in brokering the JMP’s appointments, and was thus in a position 
to heavily shape the “opposition” half of the transitional government.” 
Given the divisions within Islah, this disproportionate reliance on the 
JMP also offered centrist Brotherhood members a lifeline at a moment 
of particular weakness.” 

That said, unlike Egypt or Tunisia, Yemen is not a case in which 
the Muslim Brotherhood has governed as such. Instead, before the 
collapse of the transition period in early 2015, Islah’s Brotherhood 
members worked to consolidate what hold they could over the institu- 
tions that, theoretically, would remake Yemen's political regime. The 
GCC transitional framework was focused at the top—it prioritized an 
uncontested presidential election over parliamentary elections or civil 
service reform, and it reallocated power primarily through cabinet and 
ministerial portfolios.24 Because the “implementation mechanism” 
(as the formal United Nations endorsement of the GCC agreement is 
known) stipulated that the terms of the agreement “may not be chal- 
lenged before the institutions of the state,” any opposition to its terms 
took a necessarily populist form.” This could be seen in dramatic acts 
of opposition ranging from the “parallel revolution,” a series of sit-ins 
and coordinated work stoppages throughout the public sector,” to the 
Life March, in which tens of thousands of Yemenis walked hundreds of 
kilometers on foot in protest against the immunity law required by the 
transitional agreement and endorsed by the transitional government.” 
In these and other cases, Islahi leaders, who had long campaigned for 
political accountability, faced an acute credibility challenge as signato- 
ries to and beneficiaries of an agreement that blocked accountability in 
multiple ways. Yemen’s Muslim Brothers were thus in an ambivalent 
position.”® On the one hand, leaders attempted to maintain ties to pro- 
testers and retain the mantle of opposition; on the other hand, as a part 
of the transitional government, they played a substantive role in sup- 
pressing new forms of dissent, including through the authorization of 
force against unarmed protesters opposing transitional terms.” 

Even as its role of representative of “the opposition” was founder- 
ing in the streets, the GCC framework guaranteed Islah a substan- 
tial role in the National Dialogue Conference (NDC). Designed as 


98 COUNTRIES 


the centerpiece of the transitional process, the NDC was intended to 
address thorny issues that fell outside of the relatively narrow scope of 
the transitional power-sharing agreement.*? It included nine working 
groups, but Islah was particularly active—and polarizing—in two: 
the Sada committee (dealing with conflict in the historic Houthi 
homeland) and the Rights and Freedoms committee. It was in this 
context that Islah’s internal fissures were most evident, with the par- 
ty’s delegates—responding to pressures from their right flank—pur- 
suing more ideologically polarizing positions than the Brotherhood 
members represented in the transitional government. This pressure 
was intensified by the formation in June 2012 of a new Salafi party, 
the Rashad Union, which had no role in the transitional government 
but was able to exert a rightward pull in NDC committee sessions by 
caucusing with Islah. 

The substantive sticking points were ideological and related to 
familiar issues that many Islamist parties engage: the status of sharia 
in the country’s legal system, the rights of women and non-Muslims, 
and issues of religious freedom. In the case of the Sada working 
group, the conflict between Islahis and Houthis in committee ses- 
sions paralleled the armed conflict that would escalate between mili- 
tias aligned with both groups in 2013 and into 2014; their work was so 
stymied that the committee’s final report was substantially delayed.*! 
As armed conflict between rival militias intensified, Islahis and Salafi 
allies outside of the party sought to frame themselves as underdogs 
to mobilize anti-Houthi (and, in some quarters, anti-Zaydi) senti- 
ment.” The end of the NDC raised the stakes for the Houthis, as 
they lost the only formal institutional voice they were afforded by the 
transitional framework and were thus returned to their position as 
political outsiders. It was in this context that they pushed to revisit 
the GCC framework in its entirety. Yemen soon found itself on the 
path to civil war. 


ISLAH UNDER CONDITIONS OF WAR 


The breakdown of the GCC transitional framework began well before 
Houthi militants arrived in Sanaa in September 2014, and is as much 
a story of the outsized empowerment of Islah (and the Brotherhood 
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faction within Islah) by an unaccountable transitional framework as 
it is about the ambitions of the Houthi movement itself. This is par- 
ticularly evident in the Houthis’ explicit targeting of Islahis and Islah- 
affiliated institutions, as senior Brotherhood figures were detained, 
prevented from traveling, and harassed in other ways.’ Brotherhood 
figures maintained an impressive commitment to nonviolence in the 
capital, but outside of Sanaa, they were neither able to exercise much 
influence over Salafi militias nor to offset the sectarian polarization 
that came from an increasingly aggressive campaign of violence by al- 
Qaeda. A conflict that was largely institutional became, over a series of 
months, almost intractably ideological. 

The breakdown of the transitional process also reflected shifting 
fortunes for the Muslim Brotherhood on a regional level. Despite 
the threat of a republic on its borders, the GCC made space for Islah 
in the transitional framework for two main reasons. First, while the 
member parties of Yemen’s JMP were universally undesirable in ide- 
ological terms (from the standpoint of most GCC countries), they 
were a preformed opposition that might be able to bring a speedy end 
to the conflict and promote reform over genuine revolution in the 
GCC’s backyard. Owing to its long-standing role in Yemeni politics, 
Islah’s leaders were also well known and at least some had political 
and financial ties to the Gulf kingdoms. Second, there was unques- 
tionably less concern over Islahi Brotherhood members’ republican- 
ism than there might otherwise have been, given that the party’s 
internal factionalism prevented much real Brotherhood autonomy 
and that the Brotherhood’s grassroots base was so eroded by 2011. 
In other words, Islah was simply not a tremendous threat, relative 
to an electoral process in Egypt that Gulf actors could not as eas- 
ily contain. That said, Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood was swept up 
in the broad Gulf campaign against the Brotherhood in 2014. Still, 
regional shifts—increased anxiety regarding Iran and polarizing sec- 
tarianism first among them—contributed to what Toby Matthiessen 
has called Islah’s “rehabilitation” as a tactical ally in 2015, as major 
Islah figures sought refuge in (and called for war from) Saudi Arabia 
and elsewhere in the Gulf, and as the Saudis attempted to promote 
their war in Yemen with the support of their own domestic Islamist 
movement.*4 
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Today, several senior Islahis remain in exile along with other mem- 
bers of the transitional regime. No longer an opposition in any mean- 
ingful sense, the party’s Brotherhood leadership has committed to 
President Hadi’s foundering government, in ways reminiscent of the 
party’s old role as Saleh allies in the 1990s. The Muslim Brotherhood, 
lacking a strong social movement foundation for many years now, is 
heavily dependent on the legitimacy tenuously afforded it by interna- 
tional agreements and the actors who back them. While the Yemeni 
Brotherhood long disavowed violence as a political strategy in domestic 
politics, it now depends on an international coalition of armies that 
promises to restore their political position through force. While the 
Hadi government has been only fitfully committed to peace negotia- 
tions, a negotiated settlement is the likeliest way for the Brotherhood 
to emerge from the current military impasse with a modicum of insti- 
tutional power. The fact of the government’s equivocation in these 
negotiations seems to suggest that Islah (or at least its Brotherhood 
leadership) holds less sway than it did before the onset of the war.” 

While it might be tempting to disregard Islah as “too different” to 
tell scholars much about Muslim Brotherhood politics owing to its 
internal fragmentation, it is also possible to read it as essential to the 
broader Brotherhood story. Islah reinforces what we know about the 
limits of politics without a strong grassroots movement, and of the 
risk of working primarily within existing institutions and state struc- 
tures. It tells a cautionary tale of the vulnerabilities that come with alli- 
ances, with other Islamists and non-Islamists alike. And it shows how 
Brotherhood trajectories can be shaped by others’ use of force, even 
when Brotherhood members themselves do not endorse violence as a 
political strategy. As an organization schooled in North Yemeni tradi- 
tions of negotiation and accommodation, the Islah party has shown 
itself to be an adaptable organization capable of surviving Yemen’s civil 
war.’ Whether the same can be said for the fortunes of its Brotherhood 
leaders more specifically remains to be seen, but their political survival 
is likely to depend far more on forces outside of Yemen than those 
within. 
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ISLAMISTS AND THEIR ROLE in uprisings, democratic transitions, and 
political violence has been one of the most debated issues in the wake of 
the Arab spring’s collapse. Libyan Islamists have been a critical part of an 
armed revolution that, with NATO’s assistance, was able to topple the 
regime of longtime strongman Muammar Qaddafi. Several different 
Islamist currents in Libya have also been an integral part of the democ- 
ratization process, including electoral competition, constitution drafting, 
and civil society activities. Libya’s Islamists also became heavily engaged 
in the ongoing Libyan civil war. Islamists were not all on one side, how- 
ever; the majority sided with the Tripoli government, and a small minor- 
ity (mainly Salafis and former jihadist figures) sided with the Tobruk 
government. After the establishment of the United Nations—backed 
Government of National Accord (GNA) in December 2015, Islamist par- 
ties and factions were once again divided. Some, including the Libyan 
Muslim Brotherhood, accepted the GNA, while others attempted to 
undermine it or to condition their acceptance. 

Before delving into the analysis, a few Libyan peculiarities need to 
be highlighted. First, the Libyan events of 2011 were the only politi- 
cal revolution of the Arab uprisings. As opposed to Tunisia, Egypt, 
Bahrain, Syria, and Yemen, revolutionary forces not only managed to 
topple the regime but also fundamentally altered the political system. 
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Tunisian, Egyptian, Bahraini, Syrian, and Yemeni pro-change forces 
did not have the capacity to do so, resulting in different trajectories of 
transition, stagnation, or deterioration. Political compromises between 
status quo forces and forces of change were the highlight in Tunisia. A 
bloody defeat for the supporters of the January 25, 2011 uprising was the 
main result in Egypt. Pro-democracy forces in Bahrain faced a similar 
fate. And a violent political stalemate between these forces, and within 
them, was the result in Syria and Yemen. 

Between August 2011 and May 2014, Libyas pro-revolution forces 
had actually succeeded in substantially altering the status quo. They 
were able not only to take down the entire Qaddafi regime by force but 
also to institute unprecedented basic freedoms and free and fair elec- 
tions for the first time in Libya’s history. Libyan Islamists were at the 
core of the two processes. They significantly contributed to the fight 
against Qaddafi forces. Several Islamist groups, factions, and figures 
also participated in the electoral process, including post-jihadist ones, 
such as those from the defunct Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG). 
Islamists, with other Libyan conservative tribal forces, also tried to use 
their newfound institutional space to implement their understanding 
of sharia. 

Since May 2014, when General Khalifa Haftar declared his second 
televised coup, Libyan politics has changed significantly. Before then, 
Islamists and their rivals were contesting politics on four fronts: a 
media front, an electoral and institutional front, a judicial front, and 
a military front. The latter was characterized by a “balance of terror” 
rather than full-fledged armed confrontation. Each political party or 
coalition was attempting to extend its influence over, and strengthen 
its alliance with, armed battalions of various affiliations. The May 2014 
attempted coup turned that multidimensional conflict primarily into 
an armed one. The majority of Islamist forces, including the Libyan 
Muslim Brotherhood and ex-LIFG, were on the side of the Tripoli gov- 
ernment, while a minority, mainly from the so-called Salafi-Madkhali 
trend and former jihadist figures, sided with the Tobruk government 
and General Hafter’s forces. This was before a third government, the 
Government of National Accord (GNA) was established in December 
2015, with international backing. The transformation of the conflict 
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had major implications on Islamist behavior, especially in light of devel- 
opments in nearby Egypt. 

It is worth mentioning here that the Libyan branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood is a significantly different organization from its Egyptian 
older sister, the main target of the July 3, 2013 military coup in Egypt. Two 
critical differences are worth highlighting. First, the Libyan Brotherhood 
had only a limited presence in the decades prior to the 2011 revolution. 
Since the late 1990s, the group was largely inactive on universities, pro- 
vided no social services, and had virtually no mosques or public spaces to 
promote its views. Therefore, after the revolution, it had a limited base 
of support compared to the Egyptian Brotherhood and even Ennahda 
in Tunisia. Second, the Libyan revolution was primarily a popular 
armed one and the Brotherhood participated in it. So, as opposed to the 
Egyptian and the Tunisian Islamists, the Libyan Brotherhood’s experi- 
ence in collective armed action, within a multiactor coalition, was much 
more positive. That specific genre of armed action not only toppled a 
brutal dictatorship but also helped the Libyan branch to avoid the dismal 
fate of the mother organization in Egypt. These two key differences have 
had a major impact on the political behavior of the organization. 

This chapter is divided into three parts. The first section provides an 
overview of the main Islamist forces in Libya, their backgrounds, and 
their role in the transition. The second analyzes the salient issues facing 
Libyan Islamists and how they affect their behaviors in Libya. These 
issues are the 2011 armed revolution, the 2012-2013 electoral process, 
the 2014 attempted coup and civil war that ensued afterward, and the 
rise of the Islamic State in Libya. The final section briefly concludes 
with implications for the study of Islamism. 


LIBYAN ISLAMIST ACTORS: AN OVERVIEW 


The Libyan Muslim Brotherhood 


“The Muslim Brothers established this party. We are a national civil 
party with an Islamic reference.... We have Islamists and national- 
ists,” said Al-Amin Belhaj, the head of the founding committee for the 
newly formed Justice and Construction Party.! With this March 3, 2012 
announcement, Libya seemed set to follow the electoral path of Islamist 
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success set in Egypt, Tunisia, and other Arab countries. After decades 
of fierce repression by the Qaddafi regime, the formation of a political 
party in Libya was a heady experience. 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s presence in Libya goes back to 1949. 
But their first clear organizational structure was established in 1968 
and quickly froze in 1969 after the coup of Colonel Qaddafi.” The 
Brotherhood was never allowed to operate openly and suffered extreme 
repression. Indeed, when state television did broadcast something about 
the group, it was the bodies of its leaders hung from street lampposts 
in the mid-1980s. Qaddafi’s media called them “deviant heretics” and 
“stray dogs.” Fleeing repression, the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood was 
reborn in the United States, where members established the “Islamic 
Group—Libya” in 1980 and issued their magazine The Muslim. In 1982, 
many of the Brotherhood figures who were studying in the United 
States returned to Libya to re-establish the organization but ended up 
in prison or were executed.’ 

The Libyan Muslim Brotherhood made something of a comeback 
in 1999 and entered into a dialogue with the regime. Its rebirth was 
bolstered in 2005 and 2006 by Saif al-Islam Qaddafi’s initiatives, which 
aimed to co-opt and neutralize opposition groups, particularly Islamist 
ones.“ This led to doubts about the group’s motivations during the 2011 
revolution, charges Brotherhood leaders reject. “No, we did not plan 
the revolution and we weren't playing a double game with the regime,” 
said Fawzi Abu Kitef, the head of the Revolutionary Brigades Coalition 
in Eastern Libya and the former deputy defense minister in the National 
Transitional Council (NTC), the body that led the revolution and then 
de facto governed Libya for a period of several months (March 2011 to 
August 2012) before the first elections.” Abu Kitef was a leading figure 
in the Brotherhood who spent more than 18 years in Qaddaf?’s jails, 
including the notorious Abu Selim prison.° Indeed, from the outset, 
the Brotherhood was supportive of the NTC, with some of its icons 
joining it, such as Abdullah Shamia, who was in charge of economic 
affairs in the NTC. 

Libya’s Muslim Brotherhood modeled its new party after Egypt’s 
Freedom and Justice Party (FJP). The Libyan Brotherhood is much 
smaller than its Egyptian counterpart, however. In 2009, Soliman Abdul 
Qadir, the former general overseer of the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood, 
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estimated the number of Brotherhood members in exile to be around 
200 and inside Libya to be a few thousand, mainly concentrated in the 
professional and student sectors.’ While those cadres would be critical 
for the movement and its party, they can hardly compare to the hun- 
dreds of thousands of the Egyptian Brotherhood. 

During its first public conference in Benghazi in November 2011, 
the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood restructured the organization, elected 
a new leader, increased its consultative council membership from 1 
to 30, and decided to form a political party. In their party elections, 
Mohamed Swan, the former head of the consultative council, narrowly 
defeated the former Brotherhood leader Soliman Abdul Qadir and two 
other candidates to become the leader of the new party, the Justice and 
Construction Party (JCP). “Participation in the party will be based on 
an individual, not group basis,” said Bashir al-Kubty, the newly elected 
general overseer of the Libyan Brotherhood. He meant that the party 
would not be a political front.8 “They want it to be like the FJP in 
Egypt, 80 percent Brotherhood and 20 percent others ... to be able 
to say that they are inclusive,” said Gumaa al-Gumati, a former non- 
Islamist representative of the NTC in London.? 

When Ali al-Sallabi, a Salafi-leaning Islamist figure once affiliated 
with the Brotherhood, proposed a National Rally Coalition to include 
the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamists, Brotherhood leaders ulti- 
mately rejected the proposal. The group’s objective in that phase of the 
transition was to ensure control over its political arm. It ostentatiously 
shunned alliances with post-jihadists (like those of the Libyan Islamic 
Fighting Group, which changed its name temporarily to the Libyan 
Islamic Movement for Change, or LIMC, before its members split into 
various factions) to avoid any international outcry. It also rejected ini- 
tiatives proposed by ex-afhiiates, like Sallabi, which they feared would 
send the wrong message to the rank-and-file.” Domestic and interna- 
tional legitimacy, expansion of audience, and internal discipline have 
been the determinants of the Libyan Brotherhood’s behavior since the 
transition process began after Qaddafi’s fall. 

The ever evolving Libyan political scene posed several major chal- 
lenges to Libya’s Muslim Brotherhood, especially prior to the 2012 par- 
liamentary elections. Unlike the Brotherhood in Egypt and Ennahda in 
Tunisia, Libyan Islamists had little history of interactions with the masses. 
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The Egyptian Brotherhood had a third life from the early 1970s, and 
over the next four decades it worked hard to build mass support in uni- 
versities, professional syndicates, unions, and on the streets. Ennahda 
wasnt much different, although mass outreach efforts were frozen in 
1990, after the Tunisian regime launched a brutal crackdown. Due 
to the complete lack of political opening over decades, the Libyan 
Brotherhood did not have any real opportunities to connect with 
ordinary Libyans. They also lacked any space to build organizational 
structures or institutions within Libya or to create a parallel network of 
clinics and social services. 

Second, Libyan Islamists had to deal with persistent questions about 
their commitment to democratic values, women’s rights, and pluralism. 
The attempt to be inclusive was clear at the Justice and Construction 
Party’s first annual conference on March 2-3, 2012. Walid al-Sakran, 
nonmember of the Brotherhood, was a candidate for the party’s leader- 
ship, and five women attempted to join the 45-member Consultative 
Council. Three were successful. But even if the leadership had been 
committed to pragmatism, the Brotherhood’s more conservative base 
expect ideology to more directly influence behavior. The challenge for 
the leadership was to legitimate its pragmatic behavior, including coali- 
tions with non-Islamists, to their followers. The experience of Islamists 
in exile in the West and their fluid circumstances both at home and 
abroad helped to ease the tension between political pragmatism and 
ideological commitments. This applies particularly to the Brotherhood 
and the LIMC, but not necessarily to local Salafis (who are more 
numerous than the members of both organizations but lack a structure 
and leadership). 

Third, the constitution drafting process has posed thorny challenges. 
The reference to the sharia as the principal source of legislation in 
Article 1 of the August 2011 constitutional declaration raised eyebrows 
in the West and among Libya's liberals. Something similar happened 
when Mustafa Abdul Jalil, the chairman of the NTC, spoke about the 
superiority of sharia and the legitimacy of polygamy in the liberation 
speech of October 23, 2011. “We are an Islamic state,” he said, pledging 
to get rid of regulations that failed to conform to Islamic law. 

The Brotherhood, the LIMC, Salafis, and conservative figures per- 
ceived this as a victory. “The laws of Libya need to have an Islamic 
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reference and that should be enshrined in the constitution,” Bashir al- 
Kubty told me." “The issue of the sharia is settled. It will be the supreme 
source of legislation. ... There is no point in making this debatable or 
raising the Quran in Benghazi and Sabha,” said Abdel Nasser Shamata, 
the head of the Crisis Management Unit in the NTC. His statement 
was a response to demonstrations of a few hundred in Benghazi and 
Sabha demanding the implementation of sharia in 2011 and 2012.” 
The issue of sharia will remain a difficult, even intractable one as the 
country alternates between political transition and civil conflict. Libyan 
Islamists’ relative electoral successes occurred in 2012 without a thorough 
update of their worldviews. This exacerbated political and ideological 
polarization, which became increasingly evident in the new Libya. 


The Libyan Islamic Fighting Group 


Established in 1990, the LIFG was modeled along the lines of the 
Egyptian al-Jihad organization: secretive, elitist, exclusively paramil- 
itary, and aiming for decisive action to topple the regime.'*? However, 
Libyan authorities discovered the group, forcing it to declare its 
existence for the first time on October 18, 1995. A brutal crack- 
down followed and the LIFG led a three-year low-level insurgency 
based mainly in Eastern Libya. The group attempted to assassinate 
Colonel Qaddafi on three occasions in 1995 and 1996. By 1998, the 
Consultative Council of the LIFG decided to impose a three-year 
ceasefire in Libya, to be reviewed in 2001. But the events of 9/11 
changed the group’s calculations, as it put the leadership and organi- 
zation in survival mode. 

According to the LIFG leaders and members I interviewed in 
Tripoli, the dialogue with the Libyan regime started in 2005. In 
2006, six members from the consultative council were involved in 
talks with the regime. By the end of 2010, the LIFG had published 
a book, Corrective Studies in Understandings of Jihad, Enforcement of 
Morality, and Judgment of People, in which it reviewed the ideas and 
fatwas advocating rebellion against rulers and casting individuals as 
apostates (takfir). In March 2010, Saif al-Islam, Qaddafi’s son, her- 
alded the release of LIFG commanders and praised their book in a 
public conference attended by Western diplomats, academics, and 
journalists. 
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Like the Muslim Brotherhood and its offshoots, the LIFG and the 
broader jihadist trend supported the February 2011 revolution, play- 
ing a significant role in the removal of Qaddafi’s regime. This brought 
a wealth of paramilitary experience to Libyan revolutionaries. LIFG 
members and others were heavily involved in multiple armed conflicts, 
including in Afghanistan, Algeria, and Chechnya. But, in an effort 
to update its image, the LIFG first transformed itself into the Libyan 
Islamic Movement for Change (LIMC), and many of its figures were 
also members of the Tripoli Military Council. Two of its leading figures 
established the al-Watan (Homeland) Party and Tajammu’ al-Umma 
al-Wasat (Centrist Umma Assembly) Party in November 2011 and April 
2012, respectively. 


The Salafi Trend 


The existence of the Salafi trend in Libya goes back to the 1960s. As 
in other countries, non-jihadist Salafism in Libya is divided into four 
subtrends: status quo or authoritarian Salafism, apolitical or scholarly 
Salafism, political-reformist Salafism, and armed Salafism. Despite being 
associated with Saudi theologians, status quo Salafism was able to grow 
under the Qaddafi regime, mainly due to its support of the legitimacy of 
authoritarian rulers, regardless of their behavior or “Islamic-ness,” draw- 
ing on a major strain of Sunni political theology. Like some Egyptian 
Salafis, many of the sheikhs within this subtrend opposed the revolution. 
Between February and August 2011, some of them were used for pro- 
Qaddafi propaganda, issuing statements on television and radio to cast 
religious legitimacy on the regime and delegitimize the revolutionaries." 

After Qaddafi, the Salafi trend in Libya, despite its relatively large 
numbers, suffered from a lack of leadership and organizational dis- 
cipline. Additionally, Salafi ideology, being more fluid than is often 
assumed, does not easily translate into specific political behavior. As a 
result, Libyan Salafis engaged in the electoral process, helped fuel polit- 
ical polarization, and participated in the armed conflict, but on rival 
sides.! One of the strands of armed Salafi-jihadism, however, was able 
to centralize its local structures and became a force to reckon with in 
Libya: the branch of the Islamic State in Libya, specifically its Cyrenaica 
and Tripolitania Provinces. 
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ISLAMISTS AND THE 2012 ELECTORAL LOSSES 


“We certainly did not expect the results, but regardless ... our future 
is certainly better than our present and our past,” said Sami al-Saadi, 
former ideologue of the LIFG and the founder of the aforementioned 
Umma al-Wasat Assembly, which came in third in Central Tripoli.'7 
Saadi, once called “the Sheikh of the Arabs” by the Taliban’s Mullah 
Omar and previously the author of the LIFG’s antidemocracy mani- 
festo, accepted the defeat of Islamists in Libya’s first democratic 
elections. 

Indeed, the results raised eyebrows, even for analysts who did not 
expect an Islamist landslide. In electoral district number one, where 
Derna lies (commonly referred to as an “Islamist stronghold”), the 
“liberal leaning” National Forces Coalition (NFC), a coalition of more 
than 60 parties and hundreds of civil society organizations, swept with 
59,769 votes, while the Muslim Brotherhood’s Justice and Construction 
Party only got 8,619. Umma al-Wasat Assembly came in third with 
4,962 votes. 

In the district of Abu Selim—where many Islamists were perceived 
as local heroes due to their sacrifices under brutal repression—the NFC 
still swept with 60,052 votes, defeating all six Islamist parties, which 
together received less than 15,000 votes. Overall, liberal-leaning parties 
won the most votes in 11 out of the 13 electoral districts, with the NFC 
winning 10 of those. Overall, the NFC claimed 39 seats, the JCP won 
17 seats, coming in a distant second, while Umma al-Wasat secured 
only 2 seats. 

Due to a somewhat confusing electoral law, those results only affected 
80 out of the 200 seats of the General National Congress (GNC), whose 
mandate was to appoint a prime minister, a government, and a com- 
mittee to craft the constitution. The rest of the 120 seats were reserved 
for individual candidates. 

In some districts, though, Islamists weren't too far behind. Across 
Libya, they won second place in ro out of the 13 districts, with the JCP 
winning 9 of those and the Salafi-leaning Originality Coalition win- 
ning 1. In Misrata, the JCP came in second, after the local Union for 
Homeland Party, but still managed to win almost three times the votes 
of the NFC, which came in fourth. 
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Islamists spearheading the opposition against Qaddafi were advised 
by Tunisian and Egyptian Islamists and used rhetoric full of religious 
symbolism in a conservative, Muslim-majority country. Not surpris- 
ingly for some, this was not enough. As discussed earlier, a key differ- 
ence exists between the Egyptian Brotherhood and Ennahda in Tunisia, 
on the one hand, and the Islamists of Libya on the other: the history of 
institutionalism and interactions with the masses. In the four decades 
of Qaddafi’s rule, Libya’s Islamists were unable to build local support 
networks. 

As a result of their organizational immaturity, Islamists were unable 
to unite under one coalition to compete with former prime minister 
Mahmoud Jibril’s NFC. Instead, Islamist votes were divided between 
several parties. For example, the LIFG had to split votes between two 
large factions: the al-Watan Party, led by the LIFG’s former com- 
mander, Abdul Hakim Belhaj, and Umma al-Wasat Assembly, led by 
the LIFG’s former ideologue, Sami al-Saadi. Moreover, sometimes the 
Salafi-leaning Originality Coalition-affiliated parties competed against 
each other in the very same district, most notably district 11, where 
three of their parties came in 2nd, 7th, and 13th in Tajoura and Souk 
al-Jum’a. Additionally, Originality Coalition leaders failed to mobi- 
lize large sections of the Libyan Salafi community who boycotted the 
elections, mainly out of theological convictions that elections are reli- 
giously illegitimate. 

Another reason for non-Islamist success is the “blood” factor. “Iam not 
giving my family’s votes to the Muslim Brotherhood. Two of my cousins 
died because of them,” explained Mohamed Abdul Hakim, a voter from 
Benghazi.'* Despite believing that Islam should be the source for legisla- 
tion, he still voted non-Islamist. His cousins were killed in a confronta- 
tion in the 1990s, likely between the Martyrs Movement (a small jihadist 
group operating in his neighborhood at the time) and Qaddafi’ forces. 
Nevertheless, many average Libyans, including Mohamed, do not distin- 
guish between different Islamist organizations. For many, all Islamists are 
“Ikhwan” (Muslim Brotherhood). The “stain” of direct involvement in 
armed action, coupled with the fears of enforcing Taliban-like laws or an 
Algeria-like scenario of civil war, has harmed Islamists across the spectrum. 

Islamist rhetoric during the election campaign also contributed to 
the poor showing at the polls. “It is offensive to tell me I have to vote 
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for an Islamic party. What does that make me if I voted otherwise?! In 
Libya we are Muslims. . .. They can’t take away my identity and claim 
it’s only theirs,” said Jamila Marzouki, an Islamic studies graduate who 
voted for the NFC, despite wanting Islam to be the ultimate reference 
for Libyan laws.” 

There were other factors as well boosting the popularity of non- 
Islamists: The domestic and international legitimacy of Mahmoud 
Jibril, his tribal affiliation (the Warfalla tribe is about 1 million 
strong), and his leadership style, coupled with a hope-oriented cam- 
paign pitch (while also exaggerating the repercussions of an Islamist 
takeover and showing off Jibril’s “piety”), all produced a convincing 
electoral success. 


POLITICAL—MILITARY COALITIONS AND REGIONAL PATRONS 


But if non-Islamists were able to claim victory in elections, Islamists 
and their allies in the General National Congress were able to form 
more effective coalitions and therefore control the majority of votes. 
This happened mainly by keeping these coalitions disciplined during 
voting. The NFC failed to do so, and the subsequent reduction of its 
bloc in the GNC led to further polarization and attempts to dissolve the 
GNC, most notably General Hafter’s first and second coup attempts in 
February and May 2014. 

Parliamentary elections were held on June 25, 2014, in the middle of 
Libya’s descent into civil conflict. This time, all candidates ran as inde- 
pendents, with non-Islamist factions win the majority of seats. Election 
turnout was very low, however, at less than 18 percent, compared to 61.6 
percent in 2012. The low turnout was mainly attributed to the escala- 
tion of armed confrontations following General Hafter’s May coup, 
which rejected both the new elections and the GNC. 


LIBYA'S ISLAMISTS AND REGIONAL DYNAMICS 


The actions of regional players have not only exacerbated the polariza- 
tion in Libya but also directly spoiled reconciliation efforts at critical 
junctures. The Sissi regime in Egypt is a prime example. As General 
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Abbas Kamel, chief aide of Abdel Fattah al-Sissi, said in a series of 
leaks published between November 2014 and March 2015: “This man 
is an opportunity, sir. He is speaking about the timing... They are 
planning something there [in Libya]. Yes, he is speaking about a form 
of secret cooperation ... unannounced to anyone... No one will 
hear or know about it... He will come to you.””° “The man” was 
Ahmed Gaddaf al-Dam, Qaddafi’s cousin and aide who was being 
pursued by Libyan authorities as well as by Interpol for alleged crimes 
against humanity. He had also been recently interviewed on a pro- 
regime Egyptian television channel to publicly declare his support for 
the Islamic State.” 

The exact date of the leaked conversation is unknown, but it 
was almost certainly after Sissi’s military coup on July 3, 2013 and 
before Hafter’s first “television coup” on February 14, 2014. The leak 
revealed nothing particularly new but shed important light on the 
regional dimensions of the Libyan conflict. Sissi’s military involvement 
in Libya became common knowledge in official and expert circles 
around November 2013. In August 2014, American officials exposed an 
Egyptian-Emirati secret airstrike in Tripoli—an unprecedented bomb- 
ing raid by an Arab Gulf state on an Arab North African capital.” 
Further details were exposed of actions that clearly violated the arms 
embargo on Libya and UN Security Council resolution 1970. “We 
should not forget the favor of Egypt. Our ammo came from Egypt. 
400 containers from there,” said Saqr al-Joroushi, the commander of 
the “air forces” loyal to General Khalifa Haftar and the Torbuk govern- 
ment, while the cheering crowd chanted “Allahu Akbar.” 

In February 2014, Egypt's air forces struck again, this time in Derna 
after Islamic State militants brutally slaughtered 21 Egyptian citizens in 
Sirte. After the strike, Sissi’s regime sought United Nations approval for 
a military intervention in Libya, then for a naval blockade of the Tripoli 
government while lifting the embargo on the Tobruk side. All attempts 
were diplomatic failures. 

“Sisi doesn’t have credibility with, and he is in fact an opponent of, 
the moderate Islamists and they are already looking to use his bomb- 
ings as a pretense to abandon the talks,” a European diplomat noted 
in March 2015.74 That may be an oversimplification on several levels. 
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While they are certainly part of it, the Tripoli government is not exactly 
run by “moderate Islamists” but by a multilayered coalition in which 
pro-revolution regionalists, such as Misratan revolutionary brigades 
and local council, are a very influential faction. The Tobruk govern- 
ment is not exactly “secular” either; It is a nonhomogeneous coalition 
of military factions, regionalist forces, pro-Qaddafi elements, and pro- 
revolution ones, with the military faction—led by Khalifa Haftar— 
having more clout. The latter believe in the “Sissi model” of takeover, 
including using Salafi figures to issue supportive fatwas for repressing 
rivals. 

The Western-backed United Nations track offered an alternative 
route—with less bloody prospects and a potentially higher chance of 
defeating the Islamic State and like-minded organizations without 
empowering a ruthless dictator in the process. The immediate objective 
was to build and empower a Government of National Accord (GNA) 
led by Fayez al-Sarraj, alongside potentially unified and professional 
Libyan security and military forces. The GNA was established as a 
result of a fragile agreement whose final draft was signed by 19 leading 
politicians, from several sides, on December 17, 2015 (but also with a 
significant number of defectors, including the heads of the rival parlia- 
ments in Tripoli and Tobruk). 

The strategy pursued by the Sissi regime has already produced a 
series of negative consequences within Egypt, and the results may yet 
prove even more damaging for Libyas already precarious situation, 
not to mention the rest of the region. The objective of Sissi’s strat- 
egy is not about national reconciliation, social cohesion, or defeating 
violent extremism. It is more about eradicating political rivals, mainly 
the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamist factions; empowering like- 
minded and loyal military figures; installing another repressive authori- 
tarian regime on the borders of Egypt; and—where the other objectives 
intersect—defeating the Islamic State. But the tactics employed toward 
this last objective have been more likely to prolong the civil war in 
Libya and reduce any potential for reconciliation and democratization. 
And with these consequences, a stronger North African version of the 
Islamic State, or something like it, will remain a possibility, even after 
anti-Hafter military, pro-GNA forces were able to defeat the Islamic 
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State in Sirte in December 2016 and a coalition of Islamist and local 
jihadist militias defeated them in Derna in July 2o15. 


THE ISLAMIC STATE AND LIBYA'S ISLAMISTS 


The very fact that the Islamic State was able to gain control of Sirte, 
Qaddafi’s hometown, in February 2016 alarmed all sides of the Libyan 
civil war, particularly in the west (Tripoli and Misrata). The Islamist 
Libya Dawn,” a military force operating under Libya’s chief of staff 
loyal to the Tripoli government, had deployed the 166th Battalion 
around Sirte in an attempt to take over the city center, the univer- 
sity, and other areas from Islamic State loyalists. In February 2015, 
the Libyan Muslim Brotherhood supported the takeover but did 
not officially declare any role in the fight. “ISIS forces there are esti- 
mated to be somewhere between 100 and 150 armed vehicles [pick-up 
trucks and four-by-four SUVs],” said Mohamed Abdullah, a General 
National Congress (Tripoli Parliament) member.” The ground troops 
of Libya Dawn, however, were not enough for a quick, decisive vic- 
tory. But in May 2016, the GNA, using Tripoli’s chief of staff and 
Libya Dawn forces, launched another attack on Islamic State strong- 
holds in Sirte. This time, the attack was more successful due to inter- 
national military, intelligence, and logistical support that included 
airstrikes by the United States.*” By December 2016, the last Islamic 
State stronghold in Sirte’s al-Jiza al-Bahariyya district, collapsed after 
intense fighting. It was a pyrrhic victory, however. Libya Dawn forces 
lost over 715 fighters and more than 3000 were injured in house-to- 
house urban battles. 

‘The rise of the Islamic State posed a significant challenge, not only 
to the Muslim Brotherhood in Libya but also to Salafi factions, includ- 
ing the remnants of the LIFG and its offshoots. Young Libyan Islamist 
activists link the Brotherhood’s failure in Egypt to the rise of the Islamic 
State in Syria and Iraq. In some Islamist circles, the radical narrative 
and propaganda of the “caliphate” and its three Libyan “provinces” 
(Cyrenaica, Tripoli, and Fezzan) are contrasted to the gradualist, bor- 
ing, and unattractive approach of the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
failures of post-LIFG political parties and figures. This has implica- 
tions for recruitment and radicalization. Derna is a good example of 
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how Islamic State loyalists steadily advanced against other organiza- 
tions, even as the latter had more resources and followers. 

Libya’s local jihadists in Derna publically declared their oath of alle- 
giance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of the Islamic State, on 
November 13, 2014.°8 The organization was able to recruit followers 
from multiple political factions. One of them was the local Ansar al- 
Sharia Derna. Another current of support came from the returnees 
of al-Battar (Amputating Sword) Brigade, a Libyan-dominated militia 
whose elements fought initially against the forces of Bashar al-Assad 
in Syria and then, after giving an oath of loyalty to the Islamic State, 
fought against multiple Syrian pro-revolution forces and the Iraqi 
army in Kirkuk.” But the main organization that constituted the local 
backbone of the Islamic State in Derna was the Consultative Council 
of Islamic Youth (CCIY). In terms of strength and membership, it 
ranked as the fourth militia in Derna in January 2014. CCIY officially 
declared its existence in May 2014, after a military parade in the streets 
of Derna. It steadily gained in recruitment, manpower, and firepower 
to control parts of the city center in October 2014, before giving the 
oath of loyalty to the Islamic State in November. The rise of CCIY/ 
Islamic State in Derna coincided with the declaration of General 
Hafter’s second coup attempt, the collapse of institutional political 
process in Libya, and the failure of the Muslim Brotherhood approach 
to political transitions, as demonstrated in neighboring Egypt. 

The rise of the Islamic State in Libya did not stop in Derna. Overall, 
the manpower of the organization in Libya was estimated to be in the 
range of 2,000 to 3,000 in November 2015 by a United Nations report.*° 
The estimate rose in February 2016 to become, more likely, in the range of 
5,000 to 6,000 members.*! From February 2015 to June 2016, the Islamic 
State was able to control and influence areas that extended from al- 
Hisha/Abu Qrin village about 100 miles west of Sirte to Bin Jawad town 
located 100 miles east of Sirte. The Islamic State was removed from 
Derna in July 2015 by a coalition of anti-ISIS armed Islamist and jihad- 
ist groups operating under the title of “Derna Mujahidin Consultative 
Council.” The Islamic State also operated in three districts in Benghazi, 
mainly fighting against the forces of General Haftar. In other parts of 
Libya, including the western cities of Tripoli, Misrata, Sabratha, and 
Zuwara, the Islamic State operated in small cells, which lacked the 
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capacity to control territory but were able to facilitate logistical support 
for the “provinces,” as well as to strike when necessary, usually using 
urban terrorism tactics. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE STUDY OF ISLAMISM 


The Egyptian military coup of July 2013 has significantly affected the 
region in general and Libya in particular. The message sent by the coup 
to Libya, Syria, Yemen, and beyond is that of militarizing politics: only 
arms guarantee political rights, not the constitution, not democratic 
institutions, and certainly not votes. That message will have implica- 
tions for Islamist political behavior, including both ideological and 
organizational consequences, affecting the study of Islamism for some 
time to come. 

The Libyan Muslim Brotherhood has certainly taken a lesson from 
the Egyptian coup and the fate of Brotherhood leaders and members 
there. One lesson is the importance of having allies with “hard power” 
capabilities. Powerful regional militias, factions within armed institu- 
tions, and the arming of like-minded loyalists are all options that were 
partially pursued in Libya. Several Libyan Muslim Brotherhood fig- 
ures understand that the two Islamist organizations that have stood the 
test of time and survived major onslaughts are Hamas and Hezbollah, 
mainly due to the relatively well-developed capacities of their armed 
wings, in a region where bullets consistently beat ballots. This should 
not be construed as a transformation toward jihadism. But it can 
engender a subcategory within an armed Islamist typology, mainly 
focused on a defensive “arms for survival” understanding of politics. 
The level of militancy can increase, however, depending on how repres- 
sive the political environment is, how radical the competitors are, and 
the responses of young audiences. The rise of the Islamic State in Libya, 
against all other Islamist actors, demonstrates some of the effects of the 
aforementioned factors. 

The import of the inclusion-moderation hypothesis, which a num- 
ber of other contributors to this volume have also discussed, has also 
been affected by post-uprising Islamist transformations. In Libya, there 
are two main relevant issues. The first is how political inclusion affects 
Islamist stances on constitutional liberalism. As seen in the General 
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National Congress, Islamist parliamentarians attempted to use their 
electoral heft to implement laws that contradict constitutional liberal- 
ism, including on minority rights and gender equality. The second con- 
sideration is that if inclusion proves to be permanently unsustainable in 
the region, which trajectory will unarmed Islamists ultimately take in 
an environment where moderation simply does not pay off? 
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Saudi Arabia 


Toby Matthiesen 


SAUDI ARABIA IS ONE of the most important Islamic countries, stra- 
tegically located and with huge financial resources at its disposal. 
Given Saudi Arabia’s crucial position as custodian of the two holy 
places of Islam, Mecca and Medina, as well as its increasingly pro- 
active foreign policy, the question of what kind of foreign policy 
the country should have is important not only for Saudis but also 
Muslims more generally. Because debates about domestic politics are 
restricted in Saudi Arabia, debates about foreign policy have become 
arenas where conflicts between opposing social forces play out. 
These debates are of tremendous importance for the Middle East 
and beyond. Political Islam in Saudi Arabia thus has to be analyzed 
in the context of Saudi Arabia’s regional policies. 

In this chapter, I argue that apart from geopolitics, the dynamic 
relationship between the Saudi state and Saudi Islamists has been 
crucial in shaping the country’s foreign policy, particularly since 
2o11. Islam has, of course, long played a role and been used as an 
ideological asset in Saudi foreign policy, especially since the time of 
King Faysal.! But other factors have tended to weigh more heavily 
on decision making in foreign policy.” Likewise, in the post-2o011 
period, Islam is mainly used to support foreign policy decisions that 
lay in the national interest of the kingdom as perceived by its rulers, 
for example, in Yemen and Syria, as well as in its opposition to Iran. 
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SAUDI ARABIA Ig 


Since 2011, Saudi Islamist actors have had to respond to a rapidly 
changing regional environment and to power struggles in the Saudi rul- 
ing family that culminated in the coronation of King Salman and the 
appointment of his new administration in 2015. By and large, Islamist 
actors were appalled by the public Saudi backing of the 2013 Egyptian 
coup. The emergence of the Islamic State, on the other hand, was 
greeted with some sympathy, because the Islamic State could feed into 
anti-Iranian and anti-Shiite sentiment, which had been stirred up by 
Saudi and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) government rhetoric and 
media for years. In addition, the quick advances of the group contrib- 
uted to its popularity in Saudi Arabia, as did the fact that thousands of 
Saudis and other GCC nationals joined it as fighters, commanders, and 
ideologues. But the flow of Saudi fighters and financing to Syria were 
publicly condemned and clamped down on by the government, espe- 
cially after the declaration of the caliphate in mid-2014. Meanwhile, 
King Salman could build on his extensive contacts with various Islamist 
forces in the kingdom, which he had forged as governor of Riyadh since 
1963. Indeed, he and his new administration seemed to be closer to 
Saudi Islamists, including supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, than 
his predecessor King Abdullah had been.’ 

As a result, and probably because this fits into the Saudi narrative of 
the kingdom as the defender of Sunnis in the region, the war against 
the Houthis in Yemen that started in March 2015 was endorsed by 
Saudi Islamist forces from across the ideological spectrum. It was an 
opportunity for Islamist clerics and public figures to declare their sup- 
port for the new king and the Saudi leadership, as well as Saudi regional 
policies, without losing face in front of their supporters. 


A FRAGMENTED ISLAMIST FIELD 


The question of what constitutes political Islam and “Islamists” in Saudi 
Arabia is rather difficult to answer. Unlike in most other Arab countries, 
Islamic scholars do wield considerable power in the political system 
and hold key positions as judges, ministers, and in the religious police. 
In other Arab states, Islamists have long confronted ostensibly secular, 
often Arab nationalist regimes. The Saudi case is more complicated, 
however.í In some areas, Saudi Arabia conforms to many Islamists’ 
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notions of what should be implemented in an ideal Islamic state, for 
example the public enforcement of morality, dress codes, the closure of 
shops during prayer times, gender separation, the collection of zakat, 
proselytizing at home and abroad, and the key role of sharia and ulama 
(clerics) in jurisprudence. So the “Islamist” field is extremely complex 
and hybrid, and many key Islamist figures are employed by the state. 
Others outside the formal state apparatus overlap with government- 
controlled institutions in many arenas, for example in mosques, chari- 
ties, and the mass media. 

Broadly speaking, one can classify the Islamist field as follows: First, 
there are the adherents of the official Wahhabi tradition. These are 
the clerics on the Council of the Committee of Senior Ulama and the 
ulama in the judiciary, the religious police, and parts of the education 
sector.’ By and large, these clerics endorsed the kingdom's response to 
challenges at home and its role in the Arab counterrevolution since 
2o11. The Saudi grand mufti Abdulaziz al-Shaykh declared that protests 
were against Islam, forbidding them in other Arab countries (such as 
Egypt) and in Saudi Arabia. He then endorsed the 2013 coup in Egypt 
(even though the justifications of the coup depended heavily on the 
mass protests of June 30, 2013). The mufti also endorsed the crackdown 
on dissent and public protest inside Saudi Arabia, particularly against 
Shia citizens. He also denounced the Islamic State as un-Islamic and 
supported the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen.° 

A second group, and an important one, is what one could loosely call 
the “Sahwa” or post-Sahwis—those who were involved in the movement 
termed the Islamic Awakening (al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya) that emerged in 
the 1980s and challenged the political dominance of the ruling fam- 
ily in the early 1990s. The Sahwa is an umbrella term for a group that 
was heavily influenced by Muslim Brotherhood networks in the king- 
dom and fused Brotherhood ideology with local Wahhabi tradition. It is 
worth remembering, however, that political parties are banned in Saudi 
Arabia, and all these networks operate clandestinely. They therefore have 
a less visible formal structure than elsewhere in the region. 

These former Sahwis, who were, broadly speaking, associated with 
the Muslim Brotherhood trend, largely supported the revolutions in 
Tunisia and Egypt, as well as in Syria and Yemen, and welcomed the 
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Muslim Brotherhood coming to power in Egypt. They and their sup- 
porters visited Egypt, helped their brothers there, established media 
outlets, and invested in the country. Although these people have con- 
nections to individual Saudi princes and may be employed by the state 
bureaucracy, they were by and large critical of the Saudi handling of 
the Arab uprisings. Some of them, such as the popular cleric Salman 
al-Awda, signed a petition calling for political reforms in early 2011.” 
Indeed, in 2011 and 2012, there was some interaction between Sahwa 
Islamists, liberals, and political reformers of various persuasions. 
Together they unsuccessfully tried to push for democratic reforms in 
the country. One of the key groups behind this alliance was the Saudi 
Association for Civil and Political Rights (ACPRA), most of whose 
leaders have since been imprisoned for their activism.’ Another issue 
that most activists and many Islamists in the kingdom agree on is the 
release of political prisoners.” 

Salman al-Awda also published a book in which he praised public 
protests and the Arab uprisings. He reaffirmed his position in an open 
letter to the government on March 1s, 2013. In the letter he warned of 
a sociopolitical explosion if political prisoners were not released and 
reforms were not enacted immediately." 

So for most of the period from 2011 to 2014, Sahwa clerics disagreed 
with the Saudi government over the handling of regional challenges 
(with the partial exceptions of Syria, where both supported the opposi- 
tion, even though there were disputes over which groups to support, 
and of Bahrain, where both supported the crackdown on the opposi- 
tion). But the emergence of the Islamic State and then the Houthi 
takeover of Yemen’s capital in September 2014 posed severe challenges 
to Saudi Arabia and led to a realignment between these Sahwis and 
the Saudi regime, in particular after Salman took to the throne in early 
2015. 

The jihadists are another distinct strand of political Islam in Saudi 
Arabia.” Originally, Afghanistan and the Balkans were their main areas 
of operation, but they then moved their focus to Iraq after 2003, then 
Yemen, and, since 2011, Syria. In Syria, the foreign policies of the Saudi 
state and its support for the armed opposition in many ways overlapped 
with the short-term aims of the jihadists. But the successes of Islamic 
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State, the declaration of the caliphate, and the group’s increasingly anti- 
Saudi rhetoric undermined this consensus. 

While a number of terrorist attacks have occurred in Saudi Arabia 
since 2014, it is remarkable that throughout the period of 2011 to early 
2014 there were no jihadist attacks in Saudi Arabia, even though Saudi 
leaders took such a forceful stance to support the ancien régimes in the 
region and undermine the democratic prospects of Islamists in Egypt 
and elsewhere. However, jihadist attacks increased since the summer 
of 2014, in particular attacks by Islamic State cells. They have targeted 
the Shia minority in the Eastern Province, an Ismaili mosque in the 
southern city of Najran, as well as soldiers and security officials in other 
parts of the country. 

A last group within Saudi Islamism consists of Shia Islamists, con- 
centrated in the Eastern Province. Profound changes have occurred 
among Shias since the beginning of the Arab uprisings. A protest move- 
ment emerged in 2011 and lasted, with interruptions, until late 2013. 
The movement was youth driven, but clerics and Islamist leaders were 
the figureheads of the movement. 


SAUDI SUPPORT FOR THE EGYPTIAN COUP 


Saudi Arabia has long given safe haven to Muslim Brotherhood sup- 
porters, in particular those fleeing Gamal Abdul Nasser’s and Hafez 
al-Assad’s crackdowns in the second half of the 2oth century. They 
helped build many of the educational and religious institutions that 
were set up in Saudi Arabia during the oil boom of the 1970s when 
the country embraced political Islam as a counter-ideology against 
Arab nationalism and leftist ideologies.” In the early 1990s, the Sahwa 
movement started to criticize the ruling family over its alliance with the 
United States and the deployment of American troops on Saudi soil 
during and after the 1991 Gulf War. The Sahwa included many leaders 
and sympathizers of the local branch of the Muslim Brotherhood that 
came into being as a result of the migration of Brotherhood mem- 
bers to the kingdom. This episode was arguably one of the key turning 
points in the relationship between the House of Saud and the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and it largely explains the fears of Saudi leaders and their 
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strong reaction to Brotherhood’s rise during the Arab Spring.'° This 
issue has been crucial in shaping Saudi foreign policy and the attitudes 
of Saudi and regional Islamists toward the Saudi regime. 

Several Gulf states, above all Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, played an important role in the Egyptian coup of 2013.” 
Prince Bandar bin Sultan, the Saudi intelligence chief at the time, met 
with Egyptian military figures and urged Western countries to support 
a military takeover. The Egyptian Salafi Nour Party, which is said to 
have close ties to Saudi Arabia, endorsed the coup.'® Some Salafis, on 
the other hand, particularly from the Sururi group in Saudi Arabia, 
criticized the government for supporting the coup.” 

Supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood in the kingdom also voiced 
their frustration with the coup publicly and criticized the Nour Party 
for legitimizing the new regime.” On social media, the four-finger 
symbol came to epitomize the massacre of Muslim Brotherhood sup- 
porters in Rabaa al-Adawiya Square in August 2013. It was widely 
used by Saudis on Twitter and became a public way of expressing 
dissatisfaction with the Saudi government, albeit on a foreign policy 
issue. Most Sahwa clerics and other Saudi Islamist leaders denounced 
the Egyptian coup and, implicitly or explicitly, Saudi Arabia’s role 
in it.” 

Saudi Arabia, in turn, clamped down on these public forms of dis- 
sent, particularly any show of solidarity with the Muslim Brotherhood, 
which the government designated a terrorist organization in March 
2014." The government worried about Brotherhood sympathizers in 
the kingdom mobilizing political opposition to the regime as they 
had done in the 1990s. Using the four-finger symbol on Twitter was 
criminalized. The government also clamped down on a prominent 
publisher that had become a rallying point for Islamic critics of Saudi 
policies.” 

There is also a strong military dimension to the Saudi alliance 
with Sissi’s Egypt. Just days after Saudi-led forces launched air- 
strikes on Houthi targets in Yemen, a plan for a joint Arab military 
force was unveiled on March 26, 2015. The campaign highlighted 
the extent of the GCC’s ambition to shape regional affairs and 
underscored the military support Egypt is supposed to provide 


124 COUNTRIES 


in return for financial and political backing.” As I will discuss later, 
many Saudis think the alliance is useful, though the idea of prop- 
ping up Egypt’s finances indefinitely is less popular. However, most 
Saudi Islamists, in particular Sahwis and Salafi-jihadists, see the 
Sissi regime as illegitimate. 


THE CHALLENGE OF THE ISLAMIC STATE 


On Syria, there was a convergence of interests between the Saudi 
state and the Islamists, but both sides supported the Syrian uprising 
for different reasons. The aforementioned Salman al-Awda argued 
that the Saudi government used the Syrian conflict to position 
itself as a champion of revolutionary forces after having become 
the region’s main counterrevolutionary force. He also stated that 
Saudi Arabia was, naturally, pursuing its strategic interests in the 
region, and this was reason enough to support the Syrian uprising.” 
But when jihadist groups started to harbor more regional ambitions 
rather than being solely confined to Syria (and Iraq), the alliance 
between the Saudi regime and Islamists over Syria became more 
problematic. 

By early April 2015, the United Nations was estimating that 25,000 
foreign fighters had gone to Syria to join Islamist militias. Many of 
those fighters later ended up in the Islamic State,” with several thou- 
sand believed to be Saudi nationals. It is difficult to discern the true 
extent of links between the Islamic State and Saudi Arabia, at the popu- 
lar level. What is clear is that the Syrian rebellion initially had huge sup- 
port among Saudis and was seen as a just uprising against a dictatorial 
regime. Saudis’ support for the Syrian uprising also included a sectar- 
ian component, framed as a “Sunni” uprising against an “Alawite” and 
“sectarian” regime. 

From relatively early on, funds and fighters flowed from Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf states, notably Qatar and Kuwait, to Syria. Many of the 
Sahwa’s clerics became strong supporters of the Syrian uprising and 
encouraged Saudis to send money to the rebels, and in some cases even 
encouraged Saudis to go and fight in Syria.” 

The declaration of the caliphate by what was then still called 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria at the end of June 2014 altered 
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perceptions in Saudi Arabia, however. It forced the Saudi government 
to reassess its support for the opposition in Syria especially since the 
Islamic State denounced the Saudi monarchy and vowed to expand 
into the kingdom. This was logical, given the large number of Saudis 
in the organization, and given that, once the caliphate was declared, 
conquering Mecca and Medina was bound to become one of the stated 
aims of the organization.”* The Islamic State thus became increasingly 
active inside Saudi Arabia, carrying out several attacks. 

On November 3, 2014, one day before Ashura, one of the holiest 
days in the Shia calendar, militants opened fire on a crowd leaving a 
Shia mourning house (/ussainiyya) in the eastern oasis of al-Ahsa, kill- 
ing several people. All organs of the state, including the official clergy, 
were quick to denounce the attack, and within a few days the secu- 
rity forces had hunted down the perpetrators while suffering casualties 
themselves.” But the attack, which was largely carried out by Saudis and 
for which the Islamic State claimed responsibility, raised questions about 
the extent of Islamic State support inside the kingdom, the capability of 
the security forces, and the state’s willingness to protect its Shia minor- 
ity. These concerns became even more pressing when, in May 2015, sui- 
cide bombers targeted Shia mosques in Qudaih outside Qatif and in 
Dammam. Both operations were claimed by the Islamic State’s “Najd 
Province,” which vowed to rid the Arabian Peninsula of the “rejection- 
ists” (rawafid), a derogatory term to describe Shia Muslims.*° Attacks 
continued throughout 2016.*! 

The sectarianism Saudi Arabia employs to contain its own Shia pop- 
ulation and to rally support for its regional ambitions (especially its 
rivalry with Iran) has fueled the problem.” Saudi recruits for al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State are often motivated by a desire to counter Shiism 
and Iranian influence in the region—strategic objectives that the Saudi 
media perpetuates ad infinitum. 

Saudi Arabia initiated airstrikes against Islamic State targets in late 
2014 but stopped after the start of the Yemen campaign in March 2015. 
Just two months into his reign, in a sharp reversal of established Saudi 
petro-dollar diplomacy, King Salman launched one of the biggest for- 
eign policy adventures in Saudi Arabia’s modern history—a military 
intervention in Yemen. Although the intervention was intended to 
crush the Houthi movement and reinstall the government of interim 
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president Abd Rabbu Mansur Hadi, it also strengthened al-Qaeda in 
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), which profited from a power vacuum 
and anti-Houthi sentiment in South Yemen. 

The Saudi branch of al-Qaeda had carried out a series of attacks 
in Saudi Arabia from 2003 to 2006. After its networks in the king- 
dom were dismantled, the remaining militants merged with the Yemeni 
branch to form AQAP in 2009 and used Yemen as their main base. 
They expanded their area of operations gradually.” Interestingly, unlike 
most other Saudi foreign policy initiatives since 2011, the Yemen cam- 
paign was strongly supported by the kingdom’s Islamists. This may in 
part be because of affinities and links to Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood 
affiliate, the Islah party, which had suffered from the Houthi advance 
and was rehabilitated as a tactical ally of Saudi Arabia after the start of 
the Yemen intervention. 


A DEADLY STORM OVER YEMEN 


In the wake of the Saudi-led campaign against the Houthis, a remark- 
able discursive shift occurred among Islamists in Saudi Arabia with 
respect to the Saudi monarchy. The post-2011 regional policies of 
Saudi Arabia, in particular Saudi support for the Egyptian coup and 
its declaration of the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization, 
were viewed negatively by most Saudi Islamists, even those depend- 
ent on the Saudi state. Little criticism was voiced in public, although 
some key clerics and public figures did openly condemn the coup. 
The airstrikes against the Houthis, on the other hand, were almost 
unanimously supported, even by people who had previously been very 
critical of the ruling family and its handling of the Arab uprisings. The 
war symbolizes a new realignment of King Salman and his administra- 
tion with Sunni Islamists.*4 Sectarianism seems to be one important 
factor in this regard. A striking example of this is Salman al-Awda, 
who strongly supported the Yemen intervention and even gave a reli- 
gious justification for the killing of the Houthis. In a long interview on 
al-Jazeera, he reiterated the government narrative that Iran was taking 
over Arab lands and needed to be punished, which, in turn, made the 
Saudi-led intervention in Yemen legitimate. He also repeated a rather 
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simplistic sectarian reading of the situation in Yemen and of Zaidism, 
the branch of Islam the Houthis subscribe to.*° His website, Jslam 
Online, also dedicated a special site to the military intervention.** 

Mohamed al-Arifi, another prominent Saudi cleric with millions of 
followers on Twitter, also endorsed the campaign. He sent a message to 
the Yemenis fighting with the Houthis that they should abandon them 
in order not to be used by the “Safavid” state, a reference to the Persian 
Safavid Empire.*” 

Ayid al-Qarni, another prominent preacher, praised King Salman 
for his bravery and called the war a long-awaited chance for the “sol- 
diers of God” to show the enemies of the kingdom their strength. 
He wrote a poem in support of the king with the title “Labbayk ya 
Salman” (“I am at your service, O Salman!”). His lyrics were turned 
into a song accompanied by a rather martial video that presented the 
war as a war against the “Majus” (Zoroastrians) that would eventu- 
ally also lead to the death of Iranian supreme leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei.*® Meanwhile, Awad al-Qarni, one of the key clerics of the 
Sahwa movement, also generally supported the intervention, although 
not as vocally as others.” Saudi media, which is tightly controlled, 
unanimously supported the war. There were thus hardly any publicly 
dissenting voices within Saudi Arabia, also in part because of draco- 
nian cybersecurity laws and fear of arrest.“ Among the few Saudi voices 
critical of the war were those of dissidents abroad. Saad al-Fagih, a 
longtime dissident and Islamist activist based in London, broadly sup- 
ported the intervention, saying he supported the defense of the Saudi 
borders and “national security.” However, he was critical of the suffer- 
ing that the Yemeni people had to endure as a result, and also criticized 
the way the army prosecuted the war. He in particular criticized Saudi 
Arabia for not reaching out earlier to the Yemeni Muslim Brotherhood 
and the Islah party, which in his view could have profoundly changed 
the situation.*? For their part, the Shia Islamist opposition abroad 


more clearly and unequivocally denounced the Yemen war.” 


THE SHIA ISLAMISTS 


The kingdom’s Shia population makes up about 10 to 15 percent of the 
population and is mainly located in the country’s Eastern Province. 
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Since the 1970s, Islamist movements have become the most powerful 
political force among Shias, replacing the leftist and Arab nationalists 
that had been popular since the 1950s.*4 They led an uprising in 1979, 
which was repressed. Many of their leaders spent long years in exile, 
and tensions with the state remained high during the 1980s and early 
1990s. An amnesty agreement in 1993 brought most exiles back and 
led to an alliance of the state with the Shirazi movement, the most 
prominent of the Shia Islamist movements. The Shirazi movement 
has by and large maintained its pro-government stance and did not 
openly call for protests as part of the Arab uprisings in 2011. 

Still, most Saudi Shias supported the uprising in neighboring Bahrain 
and saw the Arab uprisings as an opportunity for change.” A splinter 
group of the Shirazi movement led by the cleric Nimr al-Nimr called 
for protests, and an uprising in Saudi Arabia's Eastern Province started 
in February 2011. It mainly involved peaceful protests but also occasion- 
ally armed clashes with security forces. A small militant faction remains 
active, particularly in the village of Awwamiyya. Nevertheless, the upris- 
ing was mostly crushed by the end of 2013, with hundreds of people 
imprisoned and more than 20 killed. Nimr al-Nimr was arrested and 
later executed. 

A decentralized coalition of youth and opposition groups, 
the Coalition for Freedom and Justice occasionally calls for pro- 
tests, although turnout is generally small. The coalition is broadly 
Islamist in outlook and advocates revolutionary change. Another 
trend of Shia Islamists is the pro-Iranian movement that is locally 
known as Khat al-Imam, referring to followers of the late Ayatollah 
Khomeini. Supporters of this strand formed a militant group, 
Hizbullah al-Hijaz, which existed in the late 1980s and the 1990s. 
Khat al-Imam broadly supported the protests since 2011 and 
demanded the release of Shias imprisoned for their alleged role in 
the 1996 Khobar Towers bombings and membership in Hizbullah 
al-Hijaz.*° But Khat al-Imam did not take as confrontational a stance 
toward the government as Nimr al-Nimr’s followers did. A figurehead 
of Khat al-Imam in Qatif, the cleric Abdulkarim al-Hubayl, even- 
tually urged the youth to stop protesting and to refrain from using 


weapons against the security forces.*” 
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Crucially, none of the key Sunni Islamist leaders spoke out in sup- 
port of the protests in the Eastern Province, despite repeated efforts by 
Shia protesters to adopt inclusive and national slogans, for example, by 
calling for the release of Sunni political prisoners. In fact, the crackdown 
on the Shia protesters was another point of convergence between the 
government and Sunni Islamists, and was in part justified with sectarian 
arguments. 

In the context of the Yemen war, the Coalition for Freedom and 
Justice called for a protest on Friday, April 3, 2015, to denounce the 
Saudi-led airstrikes on Yemen. The protest call was couched in anti- 
government language and denounced the airstrikes as an “aggression 
on Yemen,” adopting the rhetoric of pro-Houthi and pro-Iranian 
media. Given the pro-war rhetoric in the country and efforts by the 
government to suppress dissenting voices, this was a clear provocation. 
Eventually, the protest was called off amid pressure from the govern- 
ment.*® However, just a few days after the planned protest, security 
forces raided a house in Awwamiyya, looking for wanted men. This 
raised tensions, and intense gunfights erupted as the security forces 
came under fire by militants in the village. One security officer was 
killed, and several locals were wounded and arrested. 

Under King Abdullah, anti-Shiism had become less prominent, in 
particular when “National Dialogue” sessions included prominent Shia 
figures. But a renewed public anti-Shiism was evident at least since the 
sectarian clashes in Medina in 2009 and the first anti-Houthi war of 
2009-2010.” Increased tensions with Iran since 2011 and the Yemen 
intervention have led to a worsening of sectarian relations in Saudi 
Arabia, symbolized most strikingly by Islamic State attacks on Shia 
mosques.’ A worsening of relations between Shias and the Saudi rul- 
ing family appears to be one of the outcomes of the rapprochement 
between King Salman and Sunni Islamists. 


CONCLUSION 


The period from 2011 to 2015 has seen profound political changes 
in the Middle East that have gone hand in hand with changes in 
Saudi foreign policy. Islamist actors in Saudi Arabia had to position 
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themselves vis-a-vis these fast-developing, unpredictable, and some- 
times contradictory developments. The key events that defined 
Islamist stances since 2013 were the Syrian uprising, the military coup 
in Egypt, the emergence of the Islamic State and its declaration of 
a caliphate, and the Saudi-led war against the Houthis in Yemen. 
Generally, Saudi Islamists did not agree with the government’s poli- 
cies in Egypt and Tunisia, but they largely supported the crackdown 
on the Shiite-led protests in the Eastern Province and Bahrain and the 
war against the Houthis. In addition, the Saudi government and the 
Islamists are equally hostile to Iran, which they see as being behind 
many of Saudi Arabia’s problems. Anti-Shia actions were therefore a 
point of convergence between the government and Islamists, as much 
as anti-Muslim Brotherhood policies and support for secular strong- 
men were a point of contention. 

There is considerable diversity of views among Saudi Islamists on 
what lessons should be drawn from the Arab uprisings. One group 
of younger Islamists and new Islamist intellectuals embraced democ- 
racy and elections and even argued that sharia should not be imple- 
mented immediately after a revolutionary situation but rather only 
once voters choose to do so through democratic means. This was 
a reflection of the Tunisian and Egyptian experiences. This group 
includes people such as Salman al-Awda, Mohamed al-Ahmari, and 
Mohamed al-Abd al-Karim. They reinvigorated the ideas of the 
Sahwa, building on the political discourse of organizations such as 
Association for Civil and Political Rights to advocate for democratic 
change after 2011.” 

While Islamists remain one of the key political forces in Saudi 
Arabia, there is also a tendency among the younger generation to be 
equally dissatisfied with the politics of Islamist movements as with the 
old political order. Some have again become more interested in the 
legacy of leftist and Arab nationalist movements in the region. 

Others have been drawn to revolutionary violence as a result of the 
failure of the Egyptian democratic experiment. The rise of the Islamic 
State has given new impetus to those who accept violence as a political 
tool, both abroad and at home. Saudi Islamists have supported a range 
of violent actors abroad, but at home most have only called for political 
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reform and have refrained from challenging the ruling family directly. 
Indeed, King Salman has reached out to Islamists in an effort to unite 
Sunnis across the region and to strengthen Saudi Arabia’s geopoliti- 
cal influence. It is not the first time that the Saudi state and Saudi 
Islamists are joining forces to support what they see as “just wars.” And 
the consequences may well be as long lasting—and unpredictable—as 
on previous occasions. 


i: 


Kuwait 


Courtney Freer 


KUWAIT PRESENTS A UNIQUE microcosm featuring a variety of strands of 
political Islam. While undoubtedly a rentier state, reliant primarily on 
oil wealth and providing handsome disbursements to nationals, Kuwait 
also houses a vocal parliament where political blocs openly compete in 
elections. Among them are an active Muslim Brotherhood afhliate, four 
primary Salafi blocs, and two major Shiite political organizations. It is 
therefore something of an anomaly—far from the more authoritarian 
government systems that typify rentier states of the Gulf. 

Despite featuring such a diverse range of Islamist blocs and experi- 
encing some of the largest protests in the Gulf during the Arab Spring, 
Kuwait’s political system has not changed dramatically. The chaos that 
erupted throughout the region brought back memories of the disar- 
ray of Iraqi occupation. Above all else, as Kuwaiti political scientist 
Sami al-Farraj put it, “Kuwait doesn’t have the luxury to be unstable.”! 
This overarching concern for stability has led Kuwait’s ideologically 
driven Islamist parties to seek compromise and gradual reform over 
a strictly Islamist social agenda or radical political transformation— 
at least domestically. This desire for stability has become even more 
pronounced since the 2003 Iraq War and Arab Spring. In the face 
of regional instability following the uprisings of 2011 and the region- 
wide denigration of the Brotherhood after the failure of the Morsi 
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government, the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood and certain Salafi strands 
have focused on advancing political reforms more broadly rather than 
simply pushing a platform that was previously dominated by contro- 
versial proposals to Islamize society. 

Following Islamists short-lived political successes in Egypt and 
Tunisia, many feared that Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood sought to 
“run the country.”* In the face of the regional backlash against the 
Egyptian Brotherhood, the Kuwaiti government has maintained 
a delicate balance. Though it has been pressured to support moves 
against the Brotherhood taken by the Egyptian, Emirati, and Saudi 
governments (at least rhetorically), Kuwait has not restricted activity 
of its own Brotherhood affiliate, which continues its calls for political 
reform. Still, rumors abound about purges of Brotherhood members 
from government; an Egyptian Brotherhood member was arrested in 
Kuwait in March 2014 after the Sissi government issued an interna- 
tional warrant for his arrest* and former Brotherhood parliamentarian 
Mubarak al-Duwailah was sentenced to two years in prison in April 
2016.” Aside from these moves, however, the Brotherhood does not 
appear to be singled out by the Kuwaiti government as a political or 
security threat. The same could be said of the variety of Salafi political 
blocs in Kuwait, which have largely been allowed to continue promot- 
ing their platform. 


THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD’S PLACE IN KUWAITI POLITICS 


Notwithstanding its commitment to conservative social mores, the 
Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood’s political bloc, the Islamic Constitutional 
Movement (ICM), today is, as one secular advisor to the Kuwaiti gov- 
ernment put it, “politically more liberal than those who call themselves 
liberal.”° In fact, the group’s “leaders are frustrated because they feel that 
in a sense they have become more democratic than the political system 
in which they operate—and perhaps more than Kuwaiti society is ready 
for.”’ The ICM’s agenda is shaped by local realities more than any desire 
to reach power. As one ICM member of parliament explained, “We are 
100 percent loyal to [the ruling family]. We want reform, repair, not 
change.”® In fact, the emir meets with members of the Brotherhood 
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and attends their diwdnidt, demonstrating that the Kuwaiti govern- 
ment, unlike others in the Gulf, “isn’t in panic mode.”? Though the 
government has never legally recognized the ICM," its approach in 
dealing with the bloc, and with the Brotherhood in general, is far more 
accommodating than the repressive security-led approach seen else- 
where in the Gulf, primarily due to the organization’s well-established 
place in the country’s history. 

One of the oldest Brotherhood branches in the Gulf, Kuwait’s 
Muslim Brotherhood was formally founded a decade before the coun- 
try’s independence, in 1951. Beginning in the 1960s, members of the 
Kuwaiti Brotherhood’s Jamaat Islah participated in parliamentary 
elections yet failed to make substantial gains until the 1970s with the 
decline of Arab nationalism. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the 
Kuwaiti Brotherhood benefited from government support through the 
nomination of its members to government positions, specifically in the 
education ministry, which housed a large number of supporters in cur- 
riculum development." 

Although Brotherhood members had contested seats in parliament 
since the 1960s, they did so as individuals, not as members of the 
organization.” In fact, some members of the Kuwaiti Brotherhood’s 
older generation argued that the group’s formal entry into electoral 
politics in the 1980s represented a deviation from the mission of da’wa 
and incremental progress toward the ideal Islamic state as explained 
by Hassan al-Banna.’ Reservations also remained about the appro- 
priateness of Islamists contesting elections in a non-Islamic political 
order and the movement’s ability to act effectively in the political 
realm. 

The 1980s thus marked the first time Kuwait's Muslim Brotherhood 
appeared as a major political force, guided primarily by the goal of 
Islamizing Kuwaiti society by taking measures such as pushing gen- 
der segregation in education, restricting the availability of alcohol, 
and limiting nationality solely to Muslims.” Kuwait’s activist Salafis 
also became politically organized during this period, and the influence 
of both Islamist currents was felt in new legislation.’ With the dis- 
solution of parliament in July 1986, the opposition coalesced around 
Brotherhood and Salafi Islamists, merchants, the growing intelligentsia, 
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and former parliamentarians, all of whom called for the restoration of 
the legislature.!” 

The spread of revolutionary Islamist ideas in the 1980s also led to 
an internal split in the Kuwaiti Brotherhood. Two strands emerged: 
hardliners, who rejected participation in an un-Islamic government, 
and a more mainstream grouping, which considered the practice of 
political work a means of facilitating da’wa.'® Former parliamentar- 
ian Abdallah al-Nafisi represented the rejectionist position. In 1987, 
Nafisi resigned from Jama’at Islah on grounds that the discipline of 
the political bloc was too tightly knit and not suited to the all-encom- 
passing nature of Islam.” Although Nafisi had served as a member of 
parliament, he came to believe that reform was simply too slow and 
favored radical reforms instead.” His “comments contributed to the 
emergence of a new generation of the Muslim Brotherhood move- 
ment that began to clash with the methods of the traditional symbols 
of the movement in which they had been brought up in the seven- 
ties.””! Nafisi considered a clash with the government to be inevitable, 
even proclaiming that “the greatest actual enemy to the Islamic move- 
ment is the regime.” ?? 

Prominent Brotherhood member Ismail al-Shatti, on the other 
hand, advocated a more participatory stance. He referred to himself 
as a “gradualist reformer,” who hoped to effect gradual change toward 
the Islamization of society through the political system.’ Furthermore, 
he “explained that parliamentary work endowed the revivalists with 
societal credibility.”*4 This internal division between these two strands 
led the Brotherhood to adopt inconsistent policies toward the regime, 
sometimes hoping to effect change through gaining ministerial posi- 
tions and at other times joining the opposition to do so. 

New circumstances under Iraqi occupation led the Muslim 
Brotherhood to focus increasingly on Kuwait’s liberation rather than the 
social issues that the bloc had previously promoted.” The Brotherhood 
established a Committee of Social Solidarity inside the country, which 
aimed to increase living standards for Kuwaitis by disbursing treasury 
rations to markets of cooperative groups.”° During the Iraqi occupa- 
tion, the Brotherhood was instrumental in “supervising the provision 


of basic services to the citizens.””” 
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In March 1991, following the liberation of Kuwait, the Brotherhood 
founded the ICM.?8 By creating a strictly political bloc while main- 
taining Islah as its social arm, the Brotherhood hoped to gain more 
influence in the rebuilding of postoccupation Kuwait. At this time, the 
strand within the Brotherhood favoring gradual change over a dramatic 
clash with the government gained primacy and became institutional- 
ized through the ICM. Importantly, members of the Brotherhood did 
not consider the new emphasis on politics to be “a switch” from their 
past social work;”? rather, it was seen as a maturation, which came 
about after Kuwaitis had effectively “run the country by themselves” 
under occupation.’ Furthermore, since the movement had formally 
broken off relations with the international Brotherhood organization 
due to its refusal to support the liberation of Kuwait because of the 
involvement of Western troops, the Kuwaiti Brotherhood became more 
locally focused. 

In the 1990s, ICM members focused on the gradual application of 
sharia rather than liberalizing Kuwait’s politics.*' Its primary strategy 
was to gain ministerial positions. But over time, the ICM sought to 
check government power rather than be an instrument of it. By pur- 
suing fewer government positions, the ICM became more flexible.*! 
The organization also learned to work more effectively with other 
movements toward common goals” and seemed willing to accept a 
middle ground, or an interim period in which sharia was not fully 
applied, to push other gains. For example, as Kuwaiti political scien- 
tist Sami Awadh notes, members of the Brotherhood are adaptable 
enough to accept an economic system with usury until a time when 
an Islamic system can replace it. Such a willingness to effectively 
suspend ideological goals demonstrated the failure of Nafisi’s faction 
of the Brotherhood that advocated for more immediate political and 
social change. 

As the 2000s progressed, the ICM pushed for constitutional changes 
such as an elected prime minister, the institution of a single electoral 
district to reduce government gerrymandering, the legalization of polit- 
ical parties, and, eventually, the creation of a constitutional monarchy. 
It also continues to advocate wide-ranging social and economic aims, 


in keeping with traditional Brotherhood goals, such as “shap[ing] the 
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Kuwaiti citizen according to his unique Islamic identity and true Arab 
loyalty;” reforming the economic system “in line with the fair wealth 
distribution principles;” and making it “a more productive system in 
accordance with the Islamic principles of containment and integra- 
tion.”>4 By and large, however, the ICM’s agenda highlights political 
reform efforts above issues of social policy, helping it to align with secu- 
lar opposition parties. 

Despite the fact that they share common goals, secular left-leaning 
political blocs and the ICM have often clashed over the issue of defend- 
ing civil liberties. The ICM “supports liberalizing political reforms 
rather faithfully, but it draws the line when liberalization leads in a 
cultural direction.» For all its rhetoric about political freedom, the 
ICM has promoted measures that place limits on personal freedoms, 
such as the law on gender segregation in schools, rejection of female 
suffrage, restricting hours when women can work, and legislation pun- 
ishing religiously offensive speech. As one Kuwaiti liberal put it, the 
perception is that “the Brotherhood used democracy to establish laws 
that are unconstitutional.”*° As a result, secular blocs often express their 
hesitance to ally with the Brotherhood. When asked about this, a for- 
mer ICM parliamentarian remarked to me: “Of course we want Islam 
to be our social norm and the government to respect Islam.”*” 

At the same time, because of the Brotherhood’s emphasis on political 
reform, more conservative Islamists have criticized the ICM for promot- 
ing a strictly political rather than religious platform. This has provided an 
opening for Kuwait's more conservative, and traditionally less politically 
active, Salafi movement. The Brotherhood, not surprisingly, is considered 
both the more flexible and the less confrontational of the two Islamist cur- 
rents. Indeed, the popular perception is that “you can speak reason with 
the Brotherhood. They're part of the system of elites, so they would never 
dream of overturning [the system].”** Although they ultimately desire to 
implement sharia, members of the Brotherhood take a slow, long-term 
approach to this goal, considering that “the Quran came in stages.”*? This 
more gradualist stance prevails today, as issues around government reform 
appear more urgent than ever. At times, such a position has threatened ties 
with Salafi blocs. When the two strands have been allied in parliament, ICM 
deputies have become “often saddled with responsibility for controversial 
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stances [particularly regarding social policies], while the Brotherhood’s 
inclination might be to take a more pliant or gradual approach.”“° 

Despite the Brotherhood’s relative popularity,“ the most seats it 
has won in parliament was 6 out of 50 in 2006. The Brotherhood has 
never contested a plurality of seats, preferring to form coalitions with 
other blocs that grant it a degree of political cover. By tempering their 
demands for Islamizing society, the ICM has come to hold a more pow- 
erful political position as a leading opposition bloc. Still, its more prag- 
matic approach has left greater space for the development of a more 
strict and maximalist Salafi current in Kuwait. 


THE SALAFI MOVEMENT 


The Salafi movement in Kuwait can be divided broadly between quiet- 
ist and activist strands. The quietists are more powerful domestically, 
while the activists have more followers abroad.** Quietist Salafis tend to 
be less politicized, preferring to focus on “peaceful proselytization and 
daily religious practices.”“4 Activists, on the other hand, favor “broader 
political involvement.” In Kuwait, however, this distinction is some- 
what blurred, as members of both the quietist and activist strands con- 
test seats in parliament. 

Kuwait’s Salafi movement became organized in the mid-1960s 
among quietists, “when a small group of youth adhering to the Salafi 
Dawa came together and drew up a basic instructional program, aim- 
ing at awakening Kuwaiti society.”“° Like the Brotherhood, Kuwait’s 
Salafis focused initially on apolitical issues, namely education and char- 
ity.“” From the beginning, the Salafi movement considered itself dis- 
tinct from existing Islamist organizations. As Salafi religious authority 
Shaykh Abdullah al-Sabt explained, “We know that these groups had 
closed themselves through narrow partisanship. . .. That was one of the 
reasons which led us to reject these groups and establish for ourselves a 
real Salafi Da’wa.”“ 

By the end of the 1970s, the Salafis had found a following in Kuwaiti 
society, in particular among merchant families.” By the 1980s, the Salafi 
trend also gained a foothold in labor organizations and student unions, 


achieving an “unprecedented level of organizational development.” 
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Kuwait's Salafis developed a more coherent organizational structure 
under the banner of the Society for the Revival of the Islamic Heritage 
(RIHS) in 1981, guided by the ideology of Egyptian cleric Shaykh Abd 
al-Rahman Abd al-Khalig.*! While the RIHS’s founding documents 
cite charitable purposes, it became an umbrella organization for Salafis 
in Kuwait and their primary institutional outlet for political participa- 
tion.” The RIHS also benefited from state support as well as funding 
from the Saudi religious establishment. Notably, Abd al-Khaliq was 
“one of the first Salafis who extensively wrote books and articles about 
politics and intended to reform Salafi jurisprudence about politics and 
participation in social protest and using new media.”” In fact, Saudi 
clerics went so far as to issue a fatwa condoning the Salafis’ political 
activity,’ which Abd al-Khalig announced on the eve of the 1981 polls.” 
Kuwait’s 1981 election marked the first time anywhere in the world that 
Salafis participated in parliamentary elections, with the RIHS winning 
two seats.*° 

With the dissolution of parliament in July 1986, members of the 
RIHS, like the ICM, became more independent of the government, 
though they had never held as many posts as the ICM. RIHS followers 
began “serious participation with the other political powers to put pres- 
sure on the political decision-makers to return parliamentary life to the 
country.” Salafi members of parliament, along with the ICM, joined 
the Constitutional Movement, which included a variety of ideological 
currents and urged reform and restoration of parliament.’’ 

During Iraq’s invasion and subsequent occupation of Kuwait, many 
Kuwaiti Salafis fled the state for Saudi Arabia, where they became 
involved with Saudi Salafi networks. Activist Salafis in Saudi Arabia 
were appalled by the Saudi government’s decision to allow the U.S. mil- 
itary into the kingdom and responded with a burgeoning protest move- 
ment, Islamic Awakening, or Sahwa, which demanded wide-ranging 
political reforms®' and appealed to Kuwaitis residing in Saudi Arabia 
during the Iraqi occupation.©*? Meanwhile, other Kuwaiti Salafis sided 
with the quietist strand, represented by the Saudi ulama, who did not 
oppose Kuwaiti liberation at the hands of Western militaries, as had 
been decided upon by their legitimate, and unquestionable, rulers. 
The RIHS became divided along quietist and activist lines following 
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the Iraqi occupation, with the quietists overtaking the RIHS under 
Shaykh Abdullah al-Sabt’s direction.°4 Despite claims to the contrary, 
the RIHS has since maintained close ties with the Saudi religious estab- 
lishment and is sometimes criticized for being “a puppet of Riyadh” or 
“even cooperating with Saudi intelligence.” 

The Islamic Salafi Association (ISA), established in 1991 and linked 
to the quietist RIHS, is focused on social morality yet uses political 
means to enforce it, making it something of a hybrid between activ- 
ist and quietist. Indeed, the ISA’s parliamentary agenda is concerned 
primarily with Islamizing laws, instituting sharia as the sole source of 
legislation, and banning “vices” such as music concerts and alcohol.°° 

The ISA competes for followers from the same pool of urbanized 
elites (or hadhar) as the ICM, yet it touts itself as less politicized than 
the Brotherhood. Members even criticize other political figures who 
they consider to have insulted the emir, who, as an Islamically legiti- 
mate ruler, they believe to be above criticism.°” More extreme quiet- 
ists of the Madkhali school, however, consider the RIHS to violate the 
principles of Salafism by having an organizational structure and par- 
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ticipating in elections.°* “For them, participating in politics and creat- 


ing formal organizations lead to the corruption of one’s belief, making 
people loyal to the organizations and their leaders instead of to God.” 

In 1996, the Salafi Movement broke off from the ISA, uniting people 
primarily on the basis of their dislike of quietist Salafis, whom they 
regard as tools of an American—Saudi conspiracy to silence political 
demands in the Gulf.”° 

The Umma Party (Hizb al-Umma), meanwhile, is the only political 
bloc that calls itself a party (political parties are formally banned). It 
emerged in 2005 largely from members of the tribal badu population 
inspired by sharia scholar Hakim al-Mutairi.”! Although al-Mutairi 
had hoped to convert the Salafi Movement into a political party, he 
clashed with his deputy Shaykh Hamad al-Ali, who insisted on main- 
taining the group’s loose structure.” Mutairi thus left the movement to 
found the Umma Party.’ Significantly, the party was the first political 
bloc to unambiguously call for popular sovereignty, with parliament 
determining the makeup of government, including the prime minister 
and other cabinet appointments.” It is thus disliked by conservative 
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Salafis, who believe Mutairi is guilty of “blurring the distinction 
between salafi and Muslim Brother thought and for compromising 
the strict adherence to the text by allowing too large a role for reason 
in its interpretation.”” 

Since the Arab Spring, as illustrated by the proliferation of new Salafi 
organizations in Kuwait, the activist strand has become increasingly 
influential. Still, the quietists have generally been better represented in 
government, with the RIHS dominant and many of its members enjoy- 
ing positions in the Ministry of Religious Endowments. Nonetheless, 
none of the activist Salafi movements has managed to break through in 
terms of parliamentary representation, due in part to their similarities 
with the already represented Muslim Brotherhood.” 

Activists have tended to have only 1 member in the parliament, Walid 
al-Tabtaba’i, while the more quiescent ISA has tended to have 8 to 10 
members. The relative electoral weakness of the activists is probably 
due to the fact that the Muslim Brotherhood’s Islamic Constitutional 
Movement, which traditionally has had strong parliamentary represen- 
tation, provides an appropriate platform for many who are attracted to 
activist Salafism. Unlike the Brotherhood in other countries, most of 
the cadres of the ICM are influenced by Salafism, and their discourse is 
similar to that of Salafi activists.’” 

Still, Kuwait remains a meeting place for activist Salafis and was 
seen, at least before the Arab Spring, as the only Middle Eastern coun- 
try where Salafis could freely express their ideas. In fact, Shaykh Abd al- 
Khaliq claims that the idea that “Egyptian Salafis should participate in 
politics emerged during the meetings and workshops that these Salafis 
had attended in his house and mosque.””8 

The freedom granted to Salafi groups in Kuwait has extended to their 
charitable activities outside the country, with serious consequences in 
recent years. Several Salafi charities have funded some of Syria’s most 
powerful militant organizations, and Kuwait has become, in the words 
of U.S. Treasury Undersecretary David Cohen, “the epicenter of fund- 
raising for terrorist groups in Syria.” Kuwait criminalized the financing 
of terrorist organizations only in 2013, thereby allowing Salafi chari- 
ties, of both the activist and quietist strand,®® a relatively free hand to 
finance extremist groups. The government has been hesitant to restrict 
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such support for extremist groups largely due to the popularity of the 
cause. “According to one of the prime minister’s advisers, the govern- 
ment would risk pushing the country into instability if it imposed any 
constraints on the bank transfers and other means of sending money 
to Syria.”*! By supporting the Syrian opposition, then, Kuwaiti Salafis 
have managed to gain a degree of popular support at home, while not 
threatening their position in domestic politics by stoking violence at 
home.** 

Inside Kuwait, Salafis’ participation in parliamentary life has 
“diminished the ideological gap between the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Salafis that existed in an earlier period.”® In fact, their primary 
difference more recently has been the ICM’s willingness to form par- 
liamentary coalitions with Shiite deputies, something Salafis refuse.*4 
The Brotherhood, as the more politically pragmatic organization, has 
traditionally been willing to ally with any bloc that would advance its 
reform agenda, regardless of sect. 


DEVELOPMENT OF KUWAITI ISLAMISM TODAY 


Throughout the 2000s, Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood and activist 
Salafis came to resemble one another more closely, banding together 
with other opposition movements to advocate for broad-ranging 
political reform. The 2006 debate over reformulating electoral districts 
brought both blocs into the opposition in arguably the most vocal, 
public manner since the suspension of parliament in 1986. They coop- 
erated with leftist groups that supported dividing Kuwait into 5 rather 
than 25 electoral districts. Such redistricting, they believed, would 
change the nature of elections: “In the opinion of reformers, this matter 
would transform elections from occasions to buy votes and to launch 
campaigns to a race on the basis of program and ideology.’® 

Not all Salafis supported the move, however, with many members 
from tribal districts opposed, as they feared the new law could diminish 
their political power. As the most organized political bloc, the ICM 
played a leading role in the “We Want Five” movement,*” whose sup- 
porters organized large demonstrations throughout May 2006. In the 
midst of political upheaval, the emir was forced to dissolve parliament 
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and call for new elections in June; the new, largely Islamist and oppo- 
sition parliament proceeded to pass new electoral legislation, a major 
coup for the newly united opposition. 

The secular-Islamist opposition also joined efforts to root out 
graft, which came to a head with their demands to formally question 
Prime Minister Shaykh Nasir al-Sabah on charges of corruption. In 
November 2008, three independent Salafi members of parliament initi- 
ated a request to interpellate Prime Minister Shaykh Nasir on charges 
of, among other things “failing to perform his constitutional duties 
and achieving the wishes of the people.”** Then-Salafi Movement par- 
liamentarian Walid al-Tabtaba’i justified the request not according to 
religious reasoning, but rather democratic constitutional governance.* 
Shaykh Nasir was finally grilled, behind closed doors, in December 
2009 over his handling of the financial crisis and possible misuse of 
state funds, marking the first time a premier had been interpellated. 
Still, the government had only agreed to allow this questioning after 
new elections had produced a sympathetic parliament.” Predictably, 
Shaykh Nasir was not removed from office, as the vote of no confidence 
failed to muster the required votes. 

Such public displays of government manipulation united opposition 
movements further. Beginning in 2009, Walid al-Tabtaba’i sided with 
opposition, including members of the ICM, in calling for enhanced 
parliamentary power and the right of the people to directly elect their 
government.” Tabtabai went so far as to proclaim in September 2012 
that “we the people have decided that Jabir al-Mubarak will be the last 
prime minister from the House of al-Sabah.””* Similarly, ISA deputy 
Khalid Sultan came out in support of “an ‘elected government; i.e., 
forcing the emir to choose his prime minister based on the parliamen- 
tary majority.” 

By the late 2000s, as opposition to government policies grew, mem- 
bers of the Brotherhood and activist Salafis kept up the pressure, using 
Twitter to voice criticisms and participating in protests.” The February 
2012 election, spurred by the government's resignation and dissolution 
of parliament amid mass protests, produced a landslide for the oppo- 
sition, with Islamist, tribal, and liberal candidates winning 34 of ṣo 
parliamentary seats.” The Brotherhood won all four seats it contested, 
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while Salafis from across the spectrum won a total of 10 seats, mak- 
ing them the most represented Islamist trend in parliament.”° In a 
desire to prioritize political reform, the opposition agreed to not focus 
on amending the constitution to declare sharia the primary source of 
legislation. 

The new parliament was voided, however, four months later, when 
the constitutional court (composed of the emir’s appointees) declared 
the dissolution of the previous parliament unconstitutional.” The 
court therefore reinstated the pro-regime 2009 National Assembly. The 
secular-Islamist opposition coalition protested the reimposition of the 
2009 parliament, which ultimately never met because its reinstitution 
was so controversial. Several political blocs (including liberal groups 
along with the ICM and ISA), youth associations, and labor unions 
formed the National Front for the Protection of the Constitution in 
September 2012, which also consisted of the majority bloc of some 34 
opposition parliamentarians elected in February 2012. In October 2012, 
warning of “chaotic sedition that could jeopardize our country [and] 
undermine our national unity, ” the emir had the cabinet change voting 
rules ahead of the December 1 elections.?8 In addition, the emir “issued 
a decree to change the electoral process, abolishing the country’s com- 
plicated system that allowed each voter multiple votes.” 

The opposition, to which the ICM and most Salafi groups belong, 
boycotted the December 2012 polls, leading to a low 39 percent turnout 
rate (compared to 60 percent in February) and returning a pro-gov- 
ernment National Assembly.'°? Sunni Islamist representation was the 
most drastically affected, decreasing from 23 MPs to 4.'°' Considering 
the inability of parliament to advance the Brotherhood’s agenda, the 
ICM did not view the boycott as diminishing its political capital more 
broadly. 

In June 2013, weeks before the military coup that overthrew the Muslim 
Brotherhood—dominated government in Egypt, the Constitutional 
Court dissolved parliament for the second time in one year, but left 
the same electoral law in place. Many opposition groups, including the 
ICM, several tribal leaders, Salafi figures, and liberal groupings, again 
boycotted the polls. When asked about the logic behind the ICM’s two 
boycotts, one former ICM member of parliament explained that they 
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were meant to expose the government as the source of political grid- 
lock.! He stated: “The more we stay away, the more we show it’s the 


government that cannot perform.”! 


KUWAIT’S SUNNI ISLAMIST MOVEMENTS IN THE POST-COUP ERA 


National malaise persisted in the immediate aftermath of the Arab 
Spring, with left-leaning opposition leader Musallam al-Barrak 
urging a return to protests until new elections were called under 
new electoral laws.!° The ICM and ISA support Barrak’s ultimate 
goal of a constitutional monarchy, appearing to privilege such 
restructuring over social reforms. In early 2013, the ICM signed a 
23-page document drafted by Musallam al-Barrak, Brotherhood 
figure Jama’an al-Harbash, and Tariq al-Mutairi of the liberal Civil 
Democratic Movement.” Political trends ranging from secular left- 
ists to Salafis, as well as the largely Brotherhood-dominated Student 
Union, have signed the document, which “proposes a full parliamen- 
tary system, with a stronger legislature, independent judiciary and 
revised criminal code.” 

Significantly, as part of the opposition coalition, the ICM and activ- 
ist Salafis dropped their once-central demand of amending Article 2 of 
the constitution to specify sharia as the primary source of legislation.'°” 
Both groups have seemed increasingly willing to work alongside other 
opposition movements to ensure progress on political reform. 

Due to their continued cooperation in the face of government 
restrictions, the authorities have detained Islamists and leftists alike for 
criticizing other Gulf states. The leader of the Umma Party, Hakim 
al-Mutairi, was detained in March 2016 for insulting Saudi Arabia, 
while Tarig al-Mutairi of the liberal Civil Democratic Movement was 
also detained due to Saudi complaints about some of his statements on 
Twitter. 08 

Neither the Brotherhood nor the Salafi trend, however, is being 
considered “a security threat,” as both continue to operate openly.'” 
While the Brotherhood is maligned elsewhere in the region, in Kuwait 
it is “regarded more as a political nuisance than a security threat." 


The April 2016 sentencing of former ICM parliamentarian Mubarak 
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al-Duwailah may point to a more targeted crackdown on Islamists 
in the future, informed by the Emirati example. Duwailah was sen- 
tenced to two years in prison" on charges of insulting and endangering 
ties with an ally and insulting leaders of an allied state after remarks 
he made about Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed al- 
Nahyan being “against Sunni Islam.”!” 

Having experienced growing government restrictions and seen even 
worse elsewhere in the region, Islamists and secular opposition move- 
ments appear to be banding together and are considered more dangerous 
to the government as a result. As noted by Shadi Hamid, “The shared 
experience of repression ... encourages opposition groups to focus on 
what they have in common. After all, they have a shared enemy—the 
regime. So they agree to prioritize the fight for basic freedoms and 
democracy. Ideological divisions are put to the side.” Mubarak al- 
Duwailah explicitly called for the overcoming of traditional differences 
in a January 2016 statement shortly after his arrest, signaling a very 
public effort to overcome longstanding ideological divides.'4 

Opposition unity was tested when early elections were called in 
November 2016. Most of the opposition competed, aside from some 
secular blocs and the ISA, the Salafi Movement, and the Umma Party. 
The ICM won all 4 seats it contested, while Salafis, mostly indepen- 
dents, gained another 4 seats. Islamist representation extends beyond 
these 8 seats, however, since other independents sympathetic to the 
ICM and Salafi groups were also elected. Overall, the new parliament 
has a very different profile than its predecessor, with only 20 of the 50 
incumbents re-elected and with the broad-based opposition winning 
almost half of the seats (24 of 50). With their relatively strong position 
in parliament, Islamists in Kuwait will likely continue to promote the 
anti-corruption and pro-reform agendas on which they ran, in con- 
junction with other blocs when helpful. In fact, the first joint opposi- 
tion meeting was held less than a week after the polls, following the 
announcement that Shaykh Jaber al-Mubarak al-Sabah would be reap- 
pointed as prime minister. 

Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi movements thus remain 
leading political actors inside Kuwait—in part due to the fact that there 
is little organized liberal competition. As the liberal activist Ahmad al- 
Baghdadi put it, “Kuwait has liberals, but there is no liberalism. There 
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is a big difference between the two. You will find liberal individuals, 
but liberalism as a concept in society remains weak.”!” In such an envi- 
ronment, Islamists are poised to remain ideologically and politically 
appealing to the Kuwaiti population. Certainly, in the Kuwaiti context, 
“religious affiliation is stronger than the liberal one because it is ideol- 
ogy-based and uses religion, the heritage of the people.” The allure 
of such movements exists despite the fact that they have never earned 
a plurality of seats in parliament and even in the face of the political 
defeat of Islamist parties elsewhere in the region, namely Egypt." 

In the postcoup environment, Kuwait’s Islamists are working more 
closely with other opposition groups, a move that provides them politi- 
cal cover and helps them to avoid the mistakes of Egypt’s Islamists, who 
were accused of failing to work with other parties. During this period, 
Salafis have also increasingly acted like Brotherhood movements, privi- 
leging political reform over traditional goals of Islamizing society. As 
Nathan Brown writes: “The more salafis involve themselves in semi 
authoritarian politics, the more they respond like Brotherhood-type 
movements.”!'8 Kuwait’s Salafi blocs have historically been more persis- 
tent than the Brotherhood in pushing socially conservative legislation, 
with members of parliament proposing in 2012, for example, a decency 
law “to ban flirtatious behavior and ‘indecent attire’ in public, which 
would include swimsuits on beaches.”!”” 

Islamists have had to adopt a degree of flexibility in their social posi- 
tions to maintain relevance in the most politically liberal state of the 
Gulf, however. For example, as early as 2005, when women were granted 
the right to vote and run for parliament, which the ISA opposed, ISA 
member of parliament Ali al-Omair stated that although “my religion 
does not permit women to serve in the assembly, if a lady is elected 
into parliament, we have to deal with her. We can't isolate ourselves in 
parliament.”!”” 

As discussed earlier, the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood is considered 
to be more influenced by activist Salafism than branches elsewhere.'” 
Kuwait's Brotherhood has maintained its commitment to Islamic social 
values, at least in rhetoric, as have Salafis in parliament. Where they 
differ is primarily in their willingness to cooperate with outside groups: 
the Kuwaiti Brotherhood is willing to work with Shiite coalitions in 
parliament and has traditionally held a more measured view of the 
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United States and the West more generally after Kuwait’s liberation 
from Iraqi occupation at the hands of an American-led coalition. 
Although the domestic influence of Kuwait's Islamists in the past 
was felt primarily through legislation concerning social and educational 
reform,” today the country’s Islamists are more willing to advance 
broader political goals, even if this requires them to form coalitions 
with secular blocs and even if it provokes further government crack- 
down. Though much of this is likely a tactical change to give such 
actors greater license to pursue their social policies in the future, the 
experience of working with non-Islamists to liberalize Kuwait’s politics 
may have lasting effects on the ways Islamists think about the state and 
the protection of individual liberties, as it has in Tunisia and Morocco. 


= 


Jordan 


David Siddhartha Patel 


ANALYSTS OFTEN DESCRIBE THE historical relationship between 
Jordan’s Hashemite monarchy and the local branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood as “symbiotic” and, compared to elsewhere in the 
Arab world, relatively non-confrontational.' The Jordanian Muslim 
Brotherhood has never been driven underground; its leaders were 
never systematically jailed. Its organizations survived the banning 
of political parties under martial law in 1957, after which the move- 
ment operated openly as a registered charitable society and, in 1992, 
formed a political party. The Brotherhood was allowed, even encour- 
aged, to expand throughout the kingdom when it offered an alterna- 
tive to pan-Arab and leftist movements that the monarchy considered 
a greater threat than political Islam. In return, the Brotherhood never 
challenged the legitimacy of the Hashemite regime, including during 
the 1970-1971 Jordanian Civil War and after the controversial Israel- 
Jordan Peace Treaty of 1994. The consistency of this relationship 
distinguishes the Jordanian Brotherhood from its sister movements 
elsewhere, where periods of regime persecution and suppression 
impacted Islamists’ organization, leadership, strategy, and “habits of 
thought and behavior.”* The “twin shocks” of the fall of Mohamed 
Morsi in Egypt and the rise of the Islamic State in neighboring Iraq 
and Syria have not fundamentally changed this relationship. 
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The Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood has a broad conception of 
reform and seeks to gradually “reestablish the Islamic way of life” in 
the kingdom.’ It enthusiastically participated in elections when par- 
liamentary life in Jordan resumed in 1989. Since the 1993 elections, the 
relationship between the regime and the Brotherhood can be character- 
ized by a repeated strategic interaction. In the months leading up to 
each election, (1) the Brotherhood publicly calls for specific changes to 
the electoral system, such as the number of votes each voter can cast, 
apportionment, and redistricting, and (2) the regime then announces 
incremental changes to the system, after which (3) the Brotherhood 
decides if it should participate in or boycott the imminent election. The 
interaction is guided by the Brotherhood and the government's belief 
that a boycott delegitimizes, to some extent, the election and resulting 
parliament in the eyes of the Jordanian public or the international com- 
munity or both. 

Before the start of the Arab Spring, this strategic interaction had 
been repeated four times: prior to the 1997, 2003, 2007, and 2010 par- 
liamentary elections.‘ Despite the election of Mohamed Morsi in Egypt 
in June 2012 and his overthrow in July 2013, the Jordanian Muslim 
Brotherhood and the regime continued this pattern of interaction prior 
to Jordan’s parliamentary elections in January 2013 and September 2016. 
In other words, the Arab uprisings, including the coming to power 
and fall of Islamist parties in Tunisia and Egypt and the rise of the 
Islamic State, did not alter the nature of the strategic dynamic between 
the Hashemite monarchy and the Jordanian Brotherhood. Regional 
events only affected the parameters of the interaction, such as the spe- 
cific electoral reforms the Brotherhood demanded and perhaps shifting 
its “reservation point’—the minimum set of reforms under which the 
group would participate. But the fates of sister movements and the 
emergence of the Islamic State did not fundamentally alter the gradual- 
ist goals of the Brotherhood in Jordan or upend its relationship with 
the regime. The Muslim Brotherhood demanded electoral reforms, the 
palace announced incremental reforms, and the Muslim Brotherhood 
then decided whether or not to boycott. 

The remainder of this chapter is divided into three parts. Part one 
elaborates on the argument made previously, focusing on what the 
Jordanian Brotherhood did and did not do to advance its agenda when 
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Islamists’ fortunes rose elsewhere—during the Arab Spring. Part two 
briefly discusses cleavages among Jordanian Islamists, including the 
relationship between Salafis and the Muslim Brotherhood and what I 
argue is the more important but often overlooked cleavage: the ongo- 
ing and growing divide between Jordanian Islamists of Palestinian ori- 
gin and Transjordanian Islamists. The split in the movement caused by 
the Zamzam Initiative (discussed later) and the rise of an alternative 
Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood group is merely the latest in a series of 
defections by Transjordanian Islamists. The regime's “deregistration” of 
the Muslim Brotherhood can be understood as an attempt to pressure 
the organization to commit to participate in parliamentary elections in 
2016 (which it did). Part three concludes with a royal comment on the 
relationship between the Jordanian Brotherhood and the Hashemite 
regime. 


THE JORDANIAN MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD, FROM SPRING 
TO WINTER 


After protests spread to Yemen, Bahrain, Libya, and beyond, many 
analysts, both in the region and elsewhere, thought that Jordan was 
the most vulnerable regime still standing. This belief was reinforced by 
the rise of nascent protest movements among tribal, youth, and locally 
based hirak groups in Transjordanian-majority areas, such as Dhiban 
and Karak, which are often characterized as part of the heartland of sup- 
port for the Hashemite monarchy. But when the Muslim Brotherhood 
joined protests in Amman and urban centers, its demands did not esca- 
late to call for the overthrow of the regime, and coordination with new 
protest groups remained limited.’ 

The most that can be said about changes to the Jordanian 
Brotherhood’s demands after the start of the Arab uprisings is that 
it became more overt in demanding constitutional changes to con- 
strain the monarchy’s institutional prerogatives. For example, the 
Brotherhood called for removing the powers of the king to dissolve 
parliament, select the prime minister without input from parlia- 
ment, and appoint the Upper House.° At the time, Brotherhood 
leaders claimed that this emphasis on constitutional reform marked 
a real shift. 


192 COUNTRIES 


The Brotherhood’s shift to emphasizing constitutional reforms 
alongside electoral ones, however, is overstated for three reasons. 
First, the Brotherhood had long talked about such reforms. Its 
reform initiative of 2005 lists as its number one priority “to carry 
out urgently-needed political and structural reform to activate the 
section of the constitution that proclaims that the ruling system is 
a constitutional monarchy with a representative government, and to 
ensure that parliament assumes a position in keeping with this.” Its 
post—Arab Spring statements largely elaborate this established point. 
Second, the Brotherhood’s most vocal statements about constitu- 
tional reform came after the king established a Royal Committee for 
Constitutional Review in April 20118 and as he issued a series of four 
“discussion” papers on reform issues.” The phrase malakiyya dusturi- 
yya (constitutional monarchy) was already in the air before Muslim 
Brotherhood leaders started using it; the “red” line had faded to 
pink. Finally, the Jordanian Brotherhood basically was asking for the 
same reforms that the Moroccan king had already proposed for him- 
self. In the range of demands that it could have made, the Jordanian 
Brotherhood selected a set that would not overly antagonize the 
monarchy and, perhaps, still save face for the group within the wider 
circle of Muslim Brotherhood organizations. It did not call for the 
regime to be overthrown, and it did not challenge the basic legiti- 
macy of the Hashemites. 

Some observers noted that the Muslim Brotherhood organized 
almost weekly protests in downtown Amman and reported this as evi- 
dence of the Arab uprisings spreading to Jordan. These protests had 
been recurring, though, since the early to mid-2000s in the exact same 
place and manner. After Friday prayers at the Grand Husseini Mosque 
in downtown Amman, the Brotherhood would organize, often with 
smaller leftist allies, a procession to a square at Ras al-Ein. A single 
Brotherhood truck distributes flags and banners at the beginning of 
these marches and collects them at the end, serving as an amplifica- 
tion system and stage during the event. All such protests are highly 
choreographed, controlled by the Brotherhood, and approved by the 
security forces. Jillian Schwedler has written about the nontransgres- 
sive nature of these protests, both before and during the Arab upris- 
ings.'° The Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood was not protesting in ways 
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it had not done before. Its tactics did not shift. It did not permit mem- 
bers to test the boundaries of what the security services would tolerate. 

All participants understood what game they were playing, and nei- 
ther side tried to change the game. The Brotherhood demanded “real” 
constitutional reforms to the electoral system to make it more repre- 
sentative of the demographics and will of the Jordanian people. The 
41 amendments proposed by the Royal Committee were approved, 
including additional protections to personal rights and the creation 
of a constitutional court to monitor legislation. The regime also tin- 
kered, once again, with the electoral system. In April 2012, the regime 
unveiled a new draft electoral law that met some longstanding demands 
of the Islamic movement (e.g., abandoning the controversial single 
nontransferable vote [SNTV] “one-person, one-vote system”) but also 
introduced a mixed system where seats would be allocated to both dis- 
tricts and a national list proportional representation system." Almost 
immediately after the election of Morsi in Egypt, the Jordanian Muslim 
Brotherhood announced it would boycott the upcoming Jordanian 
elections if the draft electoral law was not further amended. In particu- 
lar, the Brotherhood demanded that a greater percentage of seats be 
allocated for party candidates, and, although the increase it demanded 
was greater than what it had asked for in the past, the range (30 to 
5o percent) remained in line with their gradualist approach. 

Morsi’s rise to power in Egypt appears to have influenced the 
Jordanian Brotherhood to demand greater reforms, but not maximalist 
ones. It did not lead them to demand changes that would open a path 
to win a majority of seats in parliament. The regime largely ignored the 
movement’s most important demands and implemented other reforms, 
such as the establishment of an independent election commission that 
would blunt international observers’ criticisms.’* The election was 
held in January 2013, but without the participation of the Jordanian 
Brotherhood after the group decided to boycott. 

Although the Arab uprisings did not alter the nature of the interac- 
tion, they appear to have increased the minimum set of concessions 
that the Brotherhood expected in order to participate. However, the 
precise mechanism of impact is unclear; most accounts simply say that 
the Jordanian Brotherhood was “inspired” or “encouraged” by events 
elsewhere. Maybe they expected future diplomatic, organizational, or 
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financial support from an empowered Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, 
which would decrease the “cost” of rejecting the king’s proposals. 
Maybe Islamist victories elsewhere led them to believe that they had 
more support among the Jordanian public than they had previously, or 
maybe they were trying to use the illusion of widespread latent support 
to get a better deal. 

Two final and interesting conjectures have to do with inter— 
Muslim Brotherhood “competition.” Perhaps the Jordanian 
Brotherhood feared participating and not getting as much elec- 
toral support as Islamist parties had received in Tunisia and Egypt. 
Moreover, the Jordanian interaction described previously paralleled 
but (perhaps not unintentionally) trailed by a few months a some- 
what similar process in Morocco. In March 2011, the Moroccan 
king announced a plan for comprehensive constitutional reform, 
pledged to reduce his powers, and appointed an ad hoc constitu- 
tional committee. The Jordanian king appointed his committee in 
April 2011. The Moroccan king announced the details of the new 
draft constitution in June, and voters overwhelmingly approved it in 
a referendum on July 1 (98.5 percent approved with 73 percent turn- 
out). Henceforth, Moroccan kings would be obligated to appoint 
the prime minister from the party that won the most seats in par- 
liament and the prime minister would be the head of government 
with the (theoretical) power to dissolve parliament. The Jordanian 
committee issued its much less far-reaching reform plan in August: 
the king would retain the ability to appoint the prime minister, 
although would do so in consultation with parliament. Morocco’s 
Justice and Development Party (PJD), the country’s largest Islamist 
party, participated in the parliamentary election on November 25 
and won a plurality with 107 of 395 seats; their leader was appointed 
prime minister four days later, as called for by the new constitution. 

In contrast, the Jordanian Brotherhood immediately rejected its coun- 
trys amendments as not going far enough. One possible explanation is 
that it felt less constrained. Unlike the Jordanian Brotherhood, the PJD, 
as discussed in Avi Spiegel’s chapter, faces a strong domestic competi- 
tor in Al Ad! Wal Ihsan, which basks in nonparticipation and illegality. 
The Brotherhood in Jordan does not have a serious Islamist rival with 
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which it must contend. Yet, why would the Jordanian government put 
the Brotherhood in such a situation if it knew that the group would reject 
its proposed reforms? 


INTRA-ISLAMIST CLEAVAGES 


This section is divided into two parts. The first briefly discusses relations 
between the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafis in Jordan; the second dis- 
cusses cleavages within the Muslim Brotherhood. A large body of literature 
argues that authoritarian governments often seek to divide opposition, 
often along ideological lines.” I suggest that communal differences better 
capture divisions among Jordanian Islamists than ideological ones. 


Salafis 


The vast majority of “Salafis” in Jordan are political quietists, and 
many have effectively been co-opted by the regime.’ Many promi- 
nent Jordanian Salafis, such as Ali bin Hasan al-Halabi and Salim al- 
Hilali, studied under the prominent Salafi scholar Mohamed Nasir 
al-Din al-Albani, and Albani’s anti-jihadist and relatively pro-monar- 
chical orientation remains influential.” Many non-jihadist Salafis have 
been incorporated into state institutions (especially the Ministry of 
Religious Endowments) or are allowed to preach independently and 
conduct outreach. There have been few significant moves by Salafis in 
Jordan to organize to participate in elections, although some scholars 
who run as independents are Salafis and some members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood have clear Salafi leanings, such as Mohamed Abu Faris.!° 
Several prominent Salafi scholars have published books criticizing the 
Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood, but their impact on the Brotherhood 
has not received serious attention by scholars. Jordanian Salafis spend 
much of their intellectual energy defending Albani’s ideas from criti- 
cism by other Salafi scholars. 

Meanwhile, there are several currents of Salafi-jihadism in Jor- 
dan. One Salafi-jihadist current looks to influential ideologue Abu 
Mohamed al-Maqdisi, who is critical of any Muslims who take jobs 
in the Jordanian government. A number of small Salafi-jihadist organ- 
izations exist or have existed in Jordan, but many were discredited or 
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dismantled by security services after the 2005 terrorist attack on hotels 
in Amman.” 

So far, the rise of the Islamic State appears to have had little effect on 
the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood. Analysts’ estimates vary widely, but 
several thousand Jordanians have gone to fight in Syria since the begin- 
ning of the uprising there, many to fight with al-Qaeda affiliate Jabhat 
al-Nusra (now known as Jabhat Fath al-Sham after publicly distancing 
itself from al-Qaeda).'® Information is limited, but these jihadists seem 
to be disproportionately Transjordanians (as opposed to Palestinian 
Jordanians) and more likely to be from Salafi circles than those of 
the Brotherhood. An unknown number of Jordanians—estimates 
vary from a few hundred up to 3000—have joined the Islamic State as 
either fighters or to work in their court system and bureaucracy, but 
the group appears to have made few inroads into Jordanian territory. 
In May 2014, a group in Ma’an offered an oath of loyalty to the Islamic 
State in a YouTube video as the “Ma’an Martyrs’ Brigade,” but noth- 
ing has been heard from them since. The February 2015 release of the 
video showing the gruesome killing of Jordanian Air Force pilot Muath 
al-Kasasbeh quieted criticisms of the Jordanian role in the anti-ISIS 
coalition and, at least temporarily, turned public opinion dramatically 
against the Islamic State. 


Intra-Brotherhood Divisions 


Journalists and academics studying the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood 
generally focus on ideological coalitions within the movement and track 
the successes and failures in internal elections of purported “hawks,” 
“doves,” “centrists,” and “Hamasists.”!? Shura Council and executive 
positions are often analyzed to assess which of these “currents” or coali- 
tions within the movement is ascendant at any moment. 

In contrast, my research suggests that electoral contestation trans- 
formed Islamic politics in Jordan into a form of ethnic politics.” Over 
time, the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood came to rely more and more 
on the votes of Palestinian-Jordanian Islamists and lost the support 
of Transjordanian Islamists. In the 1989 elections, the Brotherhood 
had found electoral support among both native Transjordanians 
and Jordanians of Palestinian origin. Sixteen of their 22 deputies (73 
percent) elected in 1989 were from districts with a Transjordanian 
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majority. In subsequent elections, however, the movement’s candi- 
dates won fewer seats in Transjordanian majority districts but contin- 
ued to win at the same rate in Palestinian-Jordanian majority districts. 
Consequently, the Brotherhood’s political arm, the Islamic Action 
Front, increasingly came to represent one “ethnic” group—Palestinian 
Jordanians. In the 2003 elections, only five of its 17 parliamentarians (29 
percent) came from Transjordanian majority districts. Brotherhood sup- 
port has vanished from the southern Transjordanian heartland, where 
the movement won only a single seat in the 2003 and 2007 elections. 

Why did this occur? I argue that the ethnic transformation of the 
Jordanian Brotherhood was an unintended by-product of electoral 
rule changes in 1993 and gerrymandering in 2001. Changes in voting 
rules had different effects in different districts; they interacted with 
differences across communal groups to dramatically reduce the elec- 
toral prospects of Brotherhood candidates in Transjordanian districts 
but not in Palestinian-Jordanian majority districts. Redistricting in 
2001 deepened Islamists’ disadvantages in Transjordanian areas by 
effectively creating two electoral systems in Jordan: mostly single- 
member districts in Transjordanian majority areas (equivalent to a 
first-past-the-post system) and multimember districts in Palestinian- 
Jordanian majority areas (equivalent to an SNTV system). Since 
Transjordanians rely more on government jobs and services than 
Palestinian Jordanians do, survey data show that they are more likely 
to want an elected representative who has wasta, or connections. 
The Brotherhood’s willingness to boycott elections and its confron- 
tational interactions with the regime make its parliamentarians poor 
interlocutors with government bureaucracies. 

The difference between so-called “hawks” and “doves” has more to do 
with disagreements on how accommodationist the Islamic movement 
should be towards the Jordanian government than it does with ideo- 
logical differences. Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel and controversy over 
individual Brotherhood members’ connections with Hamas contribute 
to ethnic tensions within the movement. But electoral boycotts and poor 
relations with the regime affect members from Transjordanian-majority 
areas more than those from Palestinian-majority areas because of differ- 
ential demand for state services and jobs across those two communities. 
This relates to hizb-haraka (party-movement) relations to the extent 
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that the Muslim Brotherhood’s relationship with the regime affects the 
group’s political party, the Islamic Action Front (IAF). 

In short, what is usually described as an ideological divide is better 
understood as an “ethnic” or communal one. Islamism is not declin- 
ing among Transjordanians; they are simply not looking toward the 
Muslim Brotherhood to represent them any longer. Defectors from 
the Brotherhood leadership since 1989 have disproportionally been 
Transjordanians. Of the 33 Muslim Brotherhood deputies from 1989 
or 1993 or both, I identified 10 who subsequently resigned or were 
expelled from the Brotherhood for going against nomination decisions, 
boycotts, or the bloc’s position on votes of confidence. Eight of these 
10 are Transjordanian, and most represented Transjordanian majority 
areas such as Karak, Tafileh, and Madaba. At least 5 were prominent 
leaders within the Brotherhood and held executive positions in inter- 
nal organs. Similarly, members of the Shura Councils and executive 
bureaus of the Muslim Brotherhood and IAF who have left since 1989 
are disproportionately Transjordanians. Transjordanian defectors from 
the Brotherhood formed the Islamic Center Party (ICP) in July 2001 
with other aspiring politicians from outside the Islamic movement. The 
core of the ICP is overwhelmingly Transjordanian, and its leaders are 
mostly from Salt; several are from the same family. 

Developments in the past few years have exacerbated this ethnic 
cleavage within the movement. The decision to boycott the 2013 parlia- 
mentary elections—the second boycott in a row—triggered what some 
observers have described as the most important challenge the Jordanian 
Brotherhood has ever faced. As during previous boycotts, several mem- 
bers left the organization and ran as independents. Buta larger split took 
shape when a group of mostly Transjordanian “doves” met in Amman’s 
Zamzam Hotel in October 2013. With government officials in atten- 
dance, they called for a greater focus on domestic (i.e., “Jordanian” 
issues and for developing a reform program based on the broad prin- 
ciples of Islamic civilization.”! This is not a new “post—Arab Spring” 
divide; rumors of such a split have surfaced regularly since the doves lost 
internal elections in 2008. In February 2014, the Shura Council of the 
Muslim Brotherhood expelled 10 members associated with this Zamzam 
Initiative, including a former general-overseer of the organization, 
ostensibly for violating the organization’s bylaws. These members are 
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mostly Transjordanian,” and Zamzam leaders say that only 15 percent 
of the 600 politicians involved in the group are Brotherhood mem- 
bers.” In its origins and composition, the Zamzam [Initiative resem- 
bles, in many ways, the earlier ICP “split.” 

In March 2015, the Jordanian government approved an application 
from defectors from the Brotherhood, including some of those afhli- 
ated with the Zamzam Initiative, to form a licensed Jordanian charity 
under the banner of the “Muslim Brotherhood Society.” The original 
Muslim Brotherhood was licensed in Jordan in 1945-1946 as a “char- 
ity” and as an “Islamic society” in 1953, but specifically as a branch of 
the mother Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. It remains unclear if the 
Jordanian government sees the bureaucratic decision in March 2015 as 
the licensing of a new charity or the adjustment of the status of the 
old organization, but the regime exploited this opportunity to pressure 
the Muslim Brotherhood. In effect, there currently are two Muslim 
Brotherhoods in Jordan: the older, established, and larger faction, which 
remains nominally connected to movements elsewhere, and the new 
“Jordanian” Muslim Brotherhood, which appears committed to greater 
collaboration with regime initiatives. On several occasions, the govern- 
ment has stated that the old Muslim Brotherhood is illegal or unregis- 
tered or both. In March 2016, the government banned the organization 
from holding internal elections, and the following month police closed 
the main Muslim Brotherhood office in Abdali in Amman, as well as 
offices in several other cities. 

A number of analysts describe these actions as a “major crackdown” 
on the Jordanian Brotherhood; some equate it to an existential crisis 
for the organization. This analysis presented in this chapter suggests a 
different interpretation. Following the Brotherhood’s boycott of two 
consecutive parliamentary elections, the regime used bureaucratic and 
regulatory tools to essentially coerce the Muslim Brotherhood to partic- 
ipate in the subsequent elections which took place in September 2016. 
Brotherhood activists were not rounded up and detained. Although 
their headquarters was closed, police merely sealed the doors with tape. 
The organizational network of the Brotherhood was not dismantled. 
The king wanted the Brotherhood to participate in (and therefore help 
legitimize) elections and not boycott a third consecutive vote. Internal 
divisions within the Jordanian Brotherhood and the fall of Islamist allies 
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elsewhere provided an opportunity for the regime to weaken the rela- 
tive bargaining power of the Brotherhood heading into yet another iter- 
ation of the pre-election strategic game described earlier in the chapter. 
The regime’s gambit succeeded. In June 2016, the IAF announced that 
it would participate in elections slated for September. A day later, the 
unrecognized Muslim Brotherhood, denied the ability to hold internal 
elections for a new leadership, appointed an “interim committee” to 
replace its executive committee and lead the organization during this 
period.”4 A relative moderate, Abdul Hamid Thuneibat, was selected 
to lead this committee. The unrecognized Muslim Brotherhood and its 
allies participated in the 2016 election as the “National Coalition for 
Reform” and won 15 seats, including 1o held by IAF members. None 
were in the south. The recognized and Transjordanian-dominated 
“Muslim Brotherhood Society” and the Zamzam group won 5 seats. 

If the organizations do not reconcile, it is too early to say what 
long-term impact this “split” in the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood 
will have, but it is important to note that it is not a new divide. The 
Muslim Brotherhood survived the breaking away of the Islamic Center 
Party a decade earlier and the occasional defection of leaders; it likely 
will similarly survive this most recent loss of several dozen activists 
and prominent members. The regime might use the court system and 
bureaucratic licensing to aid the breakaway faction, but it is unclear if 
the mostly Transjordanian Islamists leaving or being expelled from the 
Muslim Brotherhood will be able to take any of the organization's net- 
works and charities with them. In July 2015, the Department of Land 
and Survey reportedly transferred ownership of several properties to 
the new and licensed Muslim Brotherhood,” but there are no indi- 
cations that the networks, charitable societies, and institutions of the 
movement have shifted their allegiance or would cooperate with such a 
change. The parallel Islamic sector will most likely remain loyal to the 
older Muslim Brotherhood organization. But, if permanent, this split 
further divides Jordanian Islamists along “ethnic” lines; it makes the 
Muslim Brotherhood ever more dependent on Jordanians of Palestinian 
origin and could make them even more likely to boycott elections in 
the future. In the short-term, however, the regime succeeded in induc- 
ing the Brotherhood to participate in elections and not boycott a third, 
perhaps decisive, consecutive time. 
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CONCLUSION 


King Abdullah was remarkably candid during conversations in early 
2013 with Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic and expressed his dislike and 
mistrust of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood, whom he referred to 
as a “Masonic cult” and “wolves in sheep’s clothing.””° Leaders of the 
Brotherhood met with the king two months after the Arab uprisings 
began, but the two sides present vastly different accounts of what trans- 
pired during the meeting. Brotherhood officials claim that they were 
invited to join the government and implicitly offered their choice of 
ministries. The king’s account is worth quoting at length: 


They were the first people I saw in the Arab Spring. They were the 
loudest voice, so I brought them in, and they said, “Our loyalty is 
to the Hashemites, and we stood with you in the ’4os and ’50s and 
70s, and I said, “That is the biggest load of crap I have ever heard.” 
And they were like, “Aaaargh”—they were shocked. ... “My father 
told me that you guys watched the way things were going, and when 
you saw that my father was winning, you went with him.” I said, 
“This is complete and utter bullshit, and if we're going to sit here and 
bullshit each other, then we might as well have a cup of tea and then 
say goodbye. ... If you want to have a serious conversation here’s 


» 
where we start. 


The king proceeded to outline areas of common interest and then said, 
“I think you're part of the Jordanian system, and I think you should be 
part of the process. ... I think we all leave this meeting feeling really 
good, but—I’ll be honest with you—there’s 10 percent distrust from 
me, and ro percent distrust from you, I’m sure. But we have good vibes 
here.” 

King Abdullah continued by saying that, after the meeting, 
Brotherhood leaders went to Cairo to meet with the Egyptian 
Brotherhood’s General Guide and, after seeing what the Brotherhood 
had achieved there, decided not to participate in the national dialogue 
committee.” 

My analysis suggests that both the king and the (old) Muslim 
Brotherhood understand precisely the game they are playing, and that 
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both sides prefer continuing to play it rather than interact in a differ- 
ent, presumably more confrontational, way. The regime has resisted 
pressure from its allies—Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab 
Emirates—to crack down significantly on the Brotherhood.** The one 
thing everyone in Jordan seems to agree on is that no one knows what 
will happen in the absence of the Hashemites, and with instability 
in Syria and the Muslim Brotherhood on the run in Egypt, both the 
king and the Brotherhood share an interest in keeping their estab- 
lished game going. The regime’s bureaucratic support for the Zamzam 
Initiative and recognition of the new Muslim Brotherhood Society 
will be limited; it was a tactic to coerce the 70-year-old organization 
to rejoin the electoral process. As much as the king and regime would 
prefer a more conciliatory and participatory Muslim Brotherhood, 
they recognize that further dividing the Islamic movement between 
mostly Palestinian-Jordanian “hawks” and mostly Transjordanian 
“doves” risks politicizing the country’s most salient cleavage and could 
give rise to new social movements and political actors claiming an 
Islamic identity, including radical ones. 


IO 


Pakistan 


Matthew Nelson 


THIS CHAPTER EXAMINES THE fragmented terrain of Islamist politics in 
South Asia—both mainstream and militant—with a focus on Pakistan. 
I examine two political parties, namely, the Jamiat-e-Ulama-e-Islam 
(JUD, led by Sunni Deobandi ulama (clerics), and the Jamaat-e-Islami 
(JI), led by lay Muslim professionals, as well as militants broadly afili- 
ated with these two groups.’ 

The chapter has three parts. The first focuses on the meager electoral 
fortunes of the JUI and the JI—fortunes that peaked at 11 percent of 
the popular vote in 2002 before falling back to a postcolonial average 
of around 5 percent. The second focuses on various forms of nonparty 
religious outreach. The third describes some of the ideologically affili- 
ated militants operating in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s Tribal Areas. (In 
this context, I touch on evolving links between militants in South Asia 
and militant formations based in the Middle East—especially al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State.) 

For many of the actors discussed here, the terms of political success 
are not defined by success at the polls. Instead, they are defined within 
a competitive push to “Islamize” prevailing social norms and practices. 
This ideological objective is pursued via electoral politics, peaceful non- 
party activism, and militancy—a complex mix of methods not seen in 
most of the groups featured elsewhere in this book. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: ELECTIONS 


Before the formation of Pakistan in August 1947, the views of those who 
established the JI and the precursor of the JUI—India’s Jamiat-e-Ulama- 
e-Hind (JUH)—differed from those of Muslim Brotherhood founder 
Hassan al-Banna. Suspicious of modern Arab or South Asian Muslim 
“nationalism” and its explicit territorial constraints, they insisted that 
new forms of religious and political solidarity should be grounded not 
in the cultivation of new “nations,” but rather in a more pious ummah 
(global Muslim community).” Above all, they opposed efforts by 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah and his broadly “secular” Muslim League to cre- 
ate a Muslim-majority state known as Pakistan. They saw Jinnah’s push 
for Pakistan as a nationalist ploy to divide South Asian Muslims: Indian 
Muslims on the one hand; Pakistani Muslims on the other. 

Shortly after the founding of Pakistan, however, both the JI and 
those who departed from the JUH to establish a pro-Pakistan configu- 
ration of the same group known as the JUI sought to rehabilitate their 
“nationalist” credentials. Within Pakistan’s protracted constitutional 
debates, both parties claimed that the Muslim-majority state envisioned 
by Jinnah would require careful oversight to avoid the introduction of 
any law that might be considered repugnant to the terms of Islam. At 
the same time, however, each disagreed about which group should be 
charged with this supervisory task: whereas the JI stressed the leader- 
ship of a revolutionary vanguard led by lay Muslim professionals like JI 
founder Abul Ala Maududi, the JUI favored the leadership of religious 
scholars trained in Deobandi madrasas. 

Each group lobbied Pakistan’s Constituent Assembly to promote 
what they saw as an “Islamic” constitution; however, the formal legal 
impact of their views was largely thwarted by Pakistan’s bureaucratic, 
military, political, and judicial elite. Initially, drawing attention to 
its energetic student wing (the Islami Jamiat-e-Tuleba, or IJT, which 
Hassan al-Banna’s son-in-law Said Ramadan helped to establish in 
Karachi after 1947), the Jamaat-e-Islami stressed the cultivation of its 
own leadership cadre within Pakistan’s university-educated bureau- 
cratic and professional elite. But, over time, realizing that any effort to 
shape the formal legal architecture of Pakistan would require a far more 
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substantial presence within Pakistan’s elected National Assembly, the JI 
also branched out to contest local elections, beginning with provincial 
elections in the Punjab during the spring of 1951.” 

Even as the JI entered Pakistan’s electoral arena, however, the JUI 
opted to keep its distance throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. In 
fact, it was not until the campaign preceding Pakistan's first national 
election in 1970 that JUI-affiliated ulama entered the electoral process 
to contest what they saw as a pattern of religious-cum-political central- 
ization under the JI’s founder, Abul Ala Maududi. Mainstream elec- 
toral politics, however, did not draw existing forms of Islamist activism 
together.° Instead, it emerged alongside persistent divisions between 
“lay” (JI) and “clerical” (JUD elites.” Even within the JI, the decision 
to field candidates in Karachis municipal elections (1958) prompted 
an internal split—above all, a split between electoral pragmatists and 
religious ideologues that led some ideologues (e.g., Amin Ahsan Islahi) 
to resign. 

Throughout this Cold War period, anticommunist pressure also 
shifted the terrain of Pakistani student politics away from left-wing 
groups like the National Students Federation (NSF) in favor of right- 
wing student groups like the Jl-affiliated IJT.® In fact, a string of cam- 
pus-based victories for the IJT produced a powerful combination of 
“mainstream” and “militant” student politics, with mainstream student 
unions controlled by the IJT providing institutional cover for a band 
of campus-based vice-and-virtue vigilantes commonly known as the 
Thunder Squad.’ Off campus, however, the electoral performance of 
religious parties like the JI and the JUI remained extremely weak, partly 
owing to an expanding program of political repression orchestrated by 
Pakistan’s first military dictator, General Ayub Khan (1958—1969). 

The marginalization of parties like the JI and the JUI was particu- 
larly apparent during the elections of 1970 when, having contested 
more than 150 seats, the JI won just 4. The JUI fared somewhat bet- 
ter, winning 7 National Assembly seats (out of 105 contested) and 
9 provincial seats. In fact, the JUI helped to form provincial gov- 
ernments in Balochistan and Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier Province 
(NWFP), with JUI leader Mufti Mahmud emerging as NWFP’s 


chief minister." 
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Both the JI and the JUI operated at some distance from Pakistan’s 
military and civilian elite during the 1950s and 1960s. But during 
the 1970s, this pattern began to shift, particularly after the partition 
of Pakistan in 1971 and the formation of Bangladesh—an event that 
prompted Pakistan’s new prime minister, Zulfigar Ali Bhutto, to reart- 
iculate a “religious” sense of Muslim nationalism as a bulwark against 
the divisive terms of “provincialism.”” 

Maududi resigned as leader of the Jamaat-e-Islami in 1972. But dur- 
ing the next 15 years, his successor Mian Tufail Mohammad went on 
to develop much closer ties with those at the center of power—above 
all, the military dictator who ousted Prime Minister Bhutto in 1977, 
General Zia-ul-Hag. Domestically, Mian Tufail supported Zia’s bid 
to “Islamize” Pakistan’s public school curricula (as well as its crimi- 
nal laws) even as he criticized Zia for his failure to hold elections. 
Internationally, Mian Tufail also praised Zia’s involvement in the anti- 
Soviet politics of Afghanistan, paying special attention to mujahideen 
formations with ideological inclinations close to the JI, such as Hizb- 
e-Islami.’ Mainstream electoral pressures and transnational mili- 
tancy, in other words, were not incompatible during the Zia years. 
On the contrary, long-awaited National Assembly elections in 1985— 
conducted on a nonparty basis—brought these two elements closer 
together.“ 

After the Soviet withdrawal from Kabul in 1989, Afghanistan’s 
burgeoning civil war saw the focus of Pakistani military and politi- 
cal patronage shift away from those tied to the ideological perspective 
of the JI (e.g., Hizb-e-Islami) in favor of guerilla commanders with 
close ties to the Taliban and, thus, to various Deobandi madrasas. This 
shift did not eliminate the JI; it merely pulled the prevailing balance of 
forces away from JI-afhliated mujahideen in favor of those with closer 
ties to the institutional orbit of the JUI. 

Within Pakistan, religious militancy typically unfolds in ways 
that remain at least one step removed from any direct association 
with the JI or the JUI. More often, this militancy is associated with 
ideologically affiliated “partners” like Hizb-e-Islami or the Taliban.” 
This pattern of loose affiliation poses certain challenges for analysts, 
leading many to assume close ties in the absence of explicit evidence 
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proving otherwise. For parties like the JI and the JUI, however, 
this analytical dilemma (“guilty until proven innocent”) has not 
been completely unhelpful. In fact, sweeping generalizations tend 
to highlight broad patterns of ideological overlap while at the same 
time shielding both the JI and the JUI from the culpabilities that 
might follow from direct institutional ties. Within Pakistan, right- 
of-center politics has never been limited to mainstream religious 
parties or militants; instead it has been dominated by military dic- 
tators like Zia-ul-Haq and, more recently, mainstream politicians 
like Mohammad Nawaz Sharif of the Pakistan Muslim League. In 
fact, within this right-of-center space combining mainstream par- 
ties, militant factions, and military leaders, Pakistan’s “religious” 
parties are often reduced to a purely supporting role. Ratcheting 
public discourse to the right, they remain ideologically influential 
notwithstanding their cautious relationship with violence and their 
persistent failure at the polls. 

In 1987, Mian Tufail’s successor as leader of the JI, Qazi Hussain 
Ahmad, launched a concerted effort to shift his party’s base beyond its 
original “vanguardist” orientation. He sought to create a mass party 
focused on broader concerns—including a more overt anti-imperialist 
and anti-Western agenda.'© Together with the grassroots institutional 
focus of the JUI, this mass-based orientation allowed the JI and cer- 
tain elements of the JUI to combine forces as part of a ruling right- 
of-center coalition led by Nawaz Sharif after 1988. Known as the 
Islami Jamhoori Ittehad (Islamic Democratic Alliance), this coalition 
was formed with assistance from Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence 
Directorate, the ISI, to counter the early resurgence of left-wing popu- 
lists like Benazir Bhutto. On a more general level, however, it grew out 
of the earlier dictatorship of General Zia—a dictatorship that incor- 
porated both the JI and key elements of the JUI (especially the JUI-S 
faction led by Sami-ul-Haq) as well as Mohammad Nawaz Sharif, who 
served under Zia as chief minister of the Punjab between 1985 and Zia’s 
death in 1988. 

As the war in Afghanistan receded from the headlines, those affil- 
iated with the JI and the JUI-S did not hesitate to join the Islamic 
Democratic Alliance (IJI).” In fact each saw this electoral alliance as an 
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important vehicle for recapturing some of the patronage opportuni- 
ties previously enjoyed under Zia. During the elections that followed 
Zias death in 1988, however, this new coalition did not simply march 
into power. Instead its results were mixed. On a national level, it was 
defeated by Benazir Bhutto, who won 93 seats as compared to the IJI’s 
54 (of which 8 were affiliated with the JI).!8 On a provincial level, it won 
in the Punjab, allowing Nawaz Sharif to remain in office as Punjab’s 
provincial chief minister. 

Benazir Bhutto’s government was short-lived, however. In 1991, it 
was dissolved by Pakistan's president on charges of corruption and mis- 
management, ushering in a new round of elections. And, this time, the 
performance of the IJI improved. In fact, the IJI won both in Islamabad 
(securing 106 National Assembly seats, with 8 attached to the JI) and, 
once again, in the Provincial Assembly of Lahore.” 

Like Benazir Bhutto’s government, this IJI government (led 
by Nawaz Sharif) was short-lived. Once again, Pakistans pres- 
ident stepped in to dismiss it just two years later in 1993, 
allowing Benazir Bhutto to return to power in subsequent elections 
that reduced the strength of the JI to just 3 parliamentary seats.”® 
Clearly, the JI was not on a winning trajectory. In fact, when Bhutto 
was dismissed for a second time, in 1997, the JI announced its inten- 
tion to boycott the next round of elections, describing Pakistani polls 
as “corrupt.” 

The IJI, having been dissolved following the dismissal of Nawaz 
Sharif in 1993, was not revived. But, in the ensuing 1997 elections, 
Nawaz Sharif won by a landslide. In fact, he returned to power with a 
whopping single-party majority of 63 percent in Islamabad and 88 per- 
cent in Lahore.” Still, his government did not last long. After just two 
years (1997—1999), Sharif was deposed in a military coup—a coup led 
by General Pervez Musharraf that, somewhat ironically, revived the 
dwindling fortunes of Pakistan’s Islamist parties. 

Building on the “anti-imperialist” rhetoric previously cultivated 
by the JUI and, somewhat later, by the JI, Pakistan’s religious parties 
stepped forward to capitalize on the sense of public anger that had 
emerged after America’s invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001.”* In 
fact, when Musharraf announced a new round of elections during the 
fall of 2002, the JI and the JUI charged into the limelight, leading a 
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new religious alliance known as the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), 
or United Council of Action, to secure their best-ever result of 45 par- 
liamentary seats.”° 

These 45 seats allowed the MMA to play a key part in Musharraf’s 
ruling coalition while, at the same time, forming yet another provincial 
government in the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP) bordering 
Afghanistan. In effect, the JI and JUI re-emerged after years of electoral 
obscurity to rejoin that rare breed of religious parties: the breed that has 
actually governed. 

Within the NWFP, the MMA introduced a controversial Hisba Act 
to monitor public “morality.” However, its spirited vice-and-virtue bri- 
gades did not last long; the act was quickly struck down by the Pakistan 
Supreme Court as an arbitrary form of Sunni parallel justice providing 
inadequate protections for sectarian diversity while ignoring established 
forms of due process. The MMA also introduced a federal bill seeking 
to punish unrepentant male apostates with execution. However, this 
bill failed to emerge from its standing committee; in fact, even today, 
Pakistan has no statute governing the terms of apostasy. In effect, the 
MMA's “Islamization” agenda stalled. And as it did, the MMA began 
to follow in the footsteps of so many ideological parties before it: dilut- 
ing its ideological agenda, it sought to construct a populist program of 
provincial economic reform.” 

When General Musharraf’s political fortunes began to fade after 
nationwide demonstrations protesting his ouster of Supreme Court Chief 
Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry, the electoral fortunes of the MMA began 
to suffer as well. During the 2008 elections, for instance, the NWFP’s 
MMA government was badly defeated and, with the JI deciding (once 
again) to boycott the polls, the national MMA was reduced from its peak 
of 45 parliamentary seats to 7—although, even then, the JUI faction led 
by Fazlur Rahman (JUI-F) managed to secure a place in the new federal 
coalition led by Benazir Bhutto’s widower, Asif Ali Zardari. 

Finally, during the 2013 general elections, both the JI and the JUI 
returned to figures more in keeping with their average performance 
since 1970. With a combined total of just 5 percent of the vote, the 
historically “populist” JUI-F won 15 National Assembly seats (all con- 
centrated in the NWEP, which was renamed Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in 
2010), while the more consistently “ideological” JI was limited to just 4. 
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In 2013, younger religious voters seemed to be drawn away from 
religious parties like the JI and the JUI in favor of a previously 
obscure right-of-center party known as the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf 
(PTI, i.e., the Party of Justice) led by former cricket champion Imran 
Khan.” (In 2013, Khans PTI emerged as the second-largest party 
in all of Pakistans major cities. In fact, the PTI went on to form 
the provincial government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in coalition with 
the JI.) 

Despite the rhetorical appeal of religion, then, the evidence clearly 
suggests that voters in Pakistan are not actually drawn to parties that 
limit their agenda to a narrow interpretation of sharia. Even when the 
JI and the JUI found themselves in a position to shape government 
policy—as they did as leading members of the MMA coalition in the 
Northwest Frontier Province after 2002—-voters were put off by the 
extent to which their “religious” policies failed to address (or directly 
challenged) their core material concerns.”° 

For 65 years, religious parties have struggled to win national elec- 
tions in Pakistan. Their persistent record of marginalization, however, 
cannot be traced to any one historical factor: when not been harassed 
by military dictators (Ayub Khan, 1960s), they have cozied up to them 
(General Zia, 1980s; General Musharraf, 2000s). And yet, having done 
so, they have persistently found themselves punished as authoritarian 
“collaborators” whenever Pakistan has reverted to civilian elections. 
Indeed, even when these parties have not opted to boycott elections, 
their religious identity has been offset by right-of-center parties like the 
Pakistan Muslim League (PML) and, in recent years, the PT 1—parties 
that exploit similar forms of religious rhetoric in ways that dilute the 
distinctive “Islamist” appeal of Islamist parties. 


BEYOND ELECTIONS: OUTREACH 


As noted above, repeated electoral failures have drawn Pakistan's “reli- 
gious” voters away from explicitly religious parties like the JI and the 
JUI in favor of alternative right-of-center parties like the PML and the 
PTI. Recalling the basic distinction between igh (party) and haraka 
(movement), however, these same failures have also led some to pull 
away from electoral politics altogether—this time, in the direction of 
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Muslim da’wa (religious outreach) with a focus on education, social 
welfare, and private religious reform. 

When it comes to social welfare, “Jamaati” groups like Al-Khidmat 
and “Deobandi” groups like the humanitarian Al-Khair Trust figure 
prominently. These groups have become increasingly well known for 
their contributions to medical care and large-scale relief in the wake 
of natural disasters, such as the Kashmir earthquake in 2005 and cat- 
astrophic flooding throughout Pakistan in 2011—2012.” At the same 
time, however, both groups have also been accused of channeling fund- 
ing to like-minded militants in Kashmir, such as Hizb-ul-Mujahideen 
and Jaish-e-Mohammad articulating, respectively, “Jamaati” and 
“Deobandi” views. 

The rapidly expanding space occupied by social welfare organiza- 
tions like Al-Khidmat and Al-Khair Trust, however, pales in com- 
parison to that occupied by religious activists involved in the field of 
education—an enormous and dynamic enterprise stretching all the way 
from Jamaati and Deobandi madrasas to a growing mix of fee-based 
private schools. These schools peddle their own brand of doctrinal edu- 
cation along with the public sector curriculum underpinning the gov- 
ernment’s annual exams.”® 

Within the realm of Muslim da’wa, however, competing Jamaati and 
Deobandi activists also move beyond the sphere of social welfare and 
education to build on the evangelizing outreach of (1) media-savvy per- 
sonalities like Israr Ahmed and Javed Ahmed Ghamidi (both of whom 
joined, but later abandoned, the Jama’at-e-Islami) and (2) peripatetic 
lay Muslim missionaries like the globe-trotting Tablighi Jama’at (which 
grew out of, but then rejected, key features of the madrasa-based 
Deobandi tradition still embraced by parties like the JUI).”” 

Israr Ahmed followed early JI defectors like Amin Ahsan Islahi in crit- 
icizing the JI’s embrace of electoral politics. But, having left the JI, Ahmed 
went on to form two evangelizing organizations of his own—namely, 
Tanzim-e-Islami (the Islamic Association) and Tehreek-e-Khilafat (the 
Caliphate Movement)—to promote the re-creation of a global caliph- 
ate in a region often described as the region of “Khorasan” (roughly 
encompassing eastern Iran, Afghanistan, northern Pakistan, and Central 
Asia). Ahmed was a key media personality during the late 1970s and 
1980s, mostly at the urging of General Zia. In fact, his daily television 
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appearances were quite influential; his role in radicalizing public reli- 
gious and political discourse has often been described as “enormous.”*! 
Few were surprised when, during the 1990s, he emerged as a supporter 
of the Taliban and their expanding political role in Afghanistan. 

The media platform of Javed Ahmad Ghamidi is even better known 
than that of Israr Ahmed, particularly given the boost Ghamidi received 
after 1999 from General Pervez Musharraf. Unlike Israr Ahmed, how- 
ever, Ghamidi has not stressed the revival of a global caliphate. Nor has 
he supported the Taliban in Afghanistan. Instead, recalling the work 
of his mentor, JI defector Amin Ahsan Islahi, Ghamidi has articulated 
a more thoroughly individualized approach to contemporary religious 
reform—in many ways, an intellectual approach combining text-based 
analysis with a commitment to ongoing religious “self-polishing.”* 

Whereas Ahmed stresses the pursuit of state power, then, Ghamidi 
stresses personal piety—two very different elements of the “Islamist” 
program first articulated by JI founder Abul Ala Maududi. Having said 
this, however, both Ahmed and Ghamidi target the same demographic 
that Maududi targeted as leader of the JI, namely, Pakistans profes- 
sional middle classes. This is important, because, within the realm of 
Musim dawa, Pakistans “Deobandi” Tablighi Jamaat is very differ- 
ent, engaging a much wider social base. Often described as the largest 
religious reform movement in the world, Tablighis are known for their 
door-to-door evangelism, calling ostensibly “lapsed” Muslims, not to 
Deobandi madrasas (like the JUI), but rather to Deobandi mosques. 

Within Pakistan, it is impossible to rank the relative importance of 
party-based politics and Muslim da’wa. Nor is it possible to tease out 
a simple relationship in which one anticipates or produces the other. 
Each proceeds in tandem. The social welfare and humanitarian work of 
JI affiliates like Al-Khidmat, for instance, has not enhanced the electoral 
fortunes of Jamaat-e-Islami itself. Nor has the rise of Deobandi move- 
ments like the Tablighi Jama’at advanced the electoral performance of the 
JUI. Apparently, ideological affiliations do not drive affiliates to the polls. 


TRANSNATIONAL POLITICS: MILITANCY 


Moving away from the relationship between grassroots activism and 
Muslim voting, “inclusion-moderation” theories consider the relationship 


PAKISTAN 173 


between Muslim voting and militancy, stipulating that electoral success 
is likely to reduce the appeal of extremism and violence.” Unfortunately, 
the reach of such theories has been limited in Pakistan. Indeed, whatever 
electoral success Deobandi parties like JUI have enjoyed—particularly 
in provinces like the Northwest Frontier Province (now Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa)—that success has largely failed to reduce the level of mili- 
tancy associated with Deobandi Taliban groups in neighboring areas like 
FATA (Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas). 

What we see in Pakistan is actually a complex pattern in which the 
link between religious parties and Muslim militancy, including the 
link between mainstream parties like the JI or the JUI and militants 
with “Jamaati” or “Deobandi” affinities, is closely bound up with the 
work of the Pakistan Army—an army with a habit of projecting its 
authority beyond its traditional base in West Pakistan (and, especially, 
the Punjab) via (1) militants broadly associated with the JI (Al Badr in 
East Pakistan during the 1970s; Hizb-e-Islami in Afghanistan during 
the 1980s; Hizb-ul-Mujahideen in Kashmir after 1989) and (2) mili- 
tants associated with the same network of Deobandi madrasas tied to 
the JUI (Jaish-e-Mohammad and Harkat-ul-Mujahideen in Kashmir; 
the Afghan Taliban; and so on). Indeed, religious militants in Pakistan 
maintain a complex mix of ties: “ideological” ties with mainstream par- 
ties and “operational” ties with parts of the Pakistan Army. 

Even as one begins to appreciate this complex mix of ties, how- 
ever, it is also important to stress that the Pakistan Army has not 
merely collaborated, but also clashed, with JI- and JUI-linked mili- 
tants. In particular, it has clashed with militants tied to formations 
like the (Deobandi) Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)—the so-called 
“Pakistani Taliban.” 

Typically, the JI and the JUI work with the Pakistan Army to distin- 
guish between what are known as the “good” and the “bad” branches of 
militant formations like the Taliban. The Afghan Taliban, focused on 
seizing power outside of Pakistan (i.e., in Afghanistan), are regarded as 
the “good” Taliban, whereas the Pakistani Taliban are seen as the “bad” 
Taliban because they attack the existing social order, including the 
Pakistan Army, inside Pakistan itself. On several occasions, however, 
religious parties like the Jamaat-e-Islami have struggled to define their 
relationship with these two different branches, with JI leader Munawar 


174 COUNTRIES 


Hasan balancing his support for the Pakistan Army with a countervail- 
ing pattern of support for the TTP (which attacked the Pakistan Army 
for its role in supporting America’s “global war on terror” after 2001). In 
fact, when TTP leader Hakimullah Mehsud, based in Pakistan’s Tribal 
Areas, was killed by a U.S. drone strike, Hasan lauded Hakimullah’s 
“anti-American” credentials and described him as a Muslim “martyr.” 

For many years, both branches of the Taliban swore allegiance to the 
same Emir-ul-Momineen or “Leader of the Faithful,” Mullah Omar 
(known for sheltering Osama bin Laden during the 1990s even as he 
maintained close ties with the Pakistan Army). Mullah Omar was 
not seen for several years, however, and, when his death was finally 
revealed in 2015 two years after the fact, some insisted that his eldest son 
Mohammad Yaqoob should succeed him. This view, however, was not 
widely held, and for nearly a year, the Afghan Taliban were torn apart 
by infighting. Some Afghan Taliban commanders considered forming 
an alliance with the newly created Islamic State. But, eventually, most 
chose to accept the authority of a new emir named Mullah Akhter 
Mansour.*4 

The Pakistan Army sought to encourage talks between Mullah 
Mansour and the Afghan government in Kabul.” But the Afghan gov- 
ernment saw Mansour as “irreconcilable” and, in April 2016, Mansour 
was killed inside Pakistan by a U.S. drone, leading to yet another suc- 
cession crisis and the emergence of a less charismatic Taliban leader 
known as Maulvi Haibatullah Akhundzada. 

In many ways, the Pakistan Army has tended to see the Afghan 
Taliban as a key resource in a much larger push to offset the emer- 
gence of any close relationship between the Afghan government and 
the government of Pakistan’s archrival, India. But even as the army has 
sought to promote a role for the Afghan Taliban in Afghanistan—by 
transforming Afghan Taliban “militants,” if you will, into a “main- 
stream” political party like the JUI—the army has simultaneously 
sought to contain the disorder surrounding renegade Taliban fighters 
inside Pakistan itself. It has done so first with a series of negotiated 
but fragile ceasefires in Pakistan’s tribal areas and, then, turning to 
the very center of Islamabad, with an attack on a well-armed mosque 
known as the Lal Masjid (Red Mosque) during the summer of 2007. 
(The political implications of this step could be seen in the fact that 
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JI leader Munawar Hasan and JUI-S leader Sami-ul-Haq supported a 
fatwa seeking to invalidate the funeral prayers offered for any soldier 
killed in the attack.) 

The immediate effect of this attack on Islamabad’s Lal Masjid did 
not lay in the pacification of renegade Taliban militants; instead, it 
prompted those fighters to consolidate their efforts in a new militant 
formation known as the “Pakistani” Taliban (a.k.a. the Tehreek-e- 
Taliban Pakistan, or TTP).*° Initially, the TTP was led by Baitullah 
Mehsud from South Waziristan. But, when Baitullah was killed by 
a U.S. drone, his role was taken up by another member of the same 
tribe, namely, Hakimullah Mehsud.*” Hakimullah was also killed by a 
U.S. drone. The leadership of the TTP then shifted to a figure named 
Fazlullah—famous for his role in the attack on Nobel Peace Prize win- 
ner Malala Yousafzai. 

The selection of Fazlullah in 2013 was controversial for at least two 
reasons: first, because unlike Baitullah and Hakimullah before him, 
Fazlullah was not a Mehsud tribesman; and, second, because for the 
first time Fazlullah’s primary base of support was not in FATA but 
in a “provincial” tribal area known as Swat.** Like the fragmentation 
within the Afghan Taliban that followed the death of Mullah Omar, 
Hakimullah’s death ushered in a period of intense unraveling, includ- 
ing a series of defections in which some TTP commanders threatened 
to shift their allegiance to the Islamic State. 

Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had declared himself 
“caliph” in June 2014, effectively usurping the role of “commander of the 
faithful” that al-Qaeda and the Taliban had long associated with Mullah 
Omar. Shortly thereafter, al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri responded 
with the formation of a new al-Qaeda franchise in South Asia known as 
al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS).*? Since then, Islamic State 
leaders managed to exploit various moments of instability within both 
the Afghan and the Pakistani Taliban. As noted above, for instance, many 
of those who opposed the leadership of Mohammad Yaqoob (Afghan 
Taliban) and Fazlullah (Pakistan Taliban) considered joining forces with 
the Islamic State. Dissident TTP commander Hafiz Said Khan, simi- 
larly, pledged allegiance to Baghdadi as the leader of a new Islamic State 
“province” known as Khorasan, even as—somewhat confusingly— 
another TTP commander by the name of Omar Khalid Khorasani 
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formed a splinter group known as the Jamaat-ul-Ahrar initially sus- 
pected of enduring ties to al-Qaeda.” 

It is, perhaps, somewhat ironic that within Pakistan those with 
the closest ties to the Islamic State have not been “Salafi” groups like 
Jama’at-ud-Dawa or Lashkar-e-Taiba. (These groups remain far more 
closely tied to the Army.) Instead, the liveliest support has come from 
fragments of the “Deobandi” tradition. Indeed, there may be a further 
irony—namely, that within Pakistan “Deobandis” appear to occupy 
both ends of the mainstream—militant spectrum simultaneously: 
whereas Deobandi supporters of the JUI have enjoyed more electoral 
success than any other religious party in Pakistan, Deobandi supporters 
of the TTP have emerged as the most ferocious opponents of the state. 

Clearly, when it comes to broad ideological formations like Deoband, 
analytical conventions regarding the relationship between “mainstream” 
and “militant” are often turned on their head. Not only has the influ- 
ence of enormous Deobandi movements like the Tablighi Jamaat failed 
to ensure any consistent measure of success for Deobandi parties like 
the JUI, but whatever electoral success the JUI has enjoyed—not only 
at a provincial level in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa but also at a federal level 
in Islamabad (where JUI leaders have held cabinet positions in sev- 
eral different coalition governments)—this electoral success has failed 
to deter rampant forms of Deobandi militancy (both in conjunction 
with the army and against it). Evidently, when it comes to Islamist 
politics in Pakistan, “mainstream” and “militant” politics are not at all 
incompatible. 


CONCLUSION 


Just a few months before he expressed his appreciation for the militancy 
of TTP leader Hakimullah Mehsud, former JI leader Munawar Hasan 
exchanged visits with Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood—affiliated president, 
Mohamed Morsi—first in Cairo (June 2012) and then in Islamabad 
(March 2073). Hasan later hosted a rally in Islamabad to protest Morsi’s 
ouster by General Abdel Fattah al-Sissi—a rally attended by the former 
vice chairman of Imran Khan’s PTI, Shah Mahmood Qureshi. 

In this context, internal JI party elections in March 2014 were signifi- 
cant. Not only did they mark the first time a sitting JI leader (Munawar 
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Hasan) sought re-election only to be replaced after just one term in 
office, but they also provided the JI’s new leader Siraj-ul-Haq with an 
opportunity to distance himself from Munawar’s comments support- 
ing the TTP, thus restoring his relationship with the army. Perhaps 
the JI sought to cultivate closer ties with the Pakistan Army after see- 
ing Egypt’s President Morsi ousted in June 2013. Perhaps Siraj-ul-Haq 
merely sought to consolidate his ties with “pro-army” parties like Imran 
Khans PTI.“ Either way, the JI seemed to feel that, moving forward, 
some effort to sustain its relationship with the army was important. 

In Pakistan, Jamaati and Deobandi conglomerations broadly affli- 
ated with the JI and the JUI are rarely forced to choose between “main- 
stream” and “militant” politics. On the contrary, their engagements run 
the gamut from elections to extremism simultaneously. Neither group 
is defined by either form of engagement. Even beyond elections and 
extremism, their affiliates are deeply involved in education, televange- 
lism, humanitarianism, civil society activism, and more. It is, in fact, 
this wider mix of engagements that underpins their enduring influence. 
This is the mix of engagements that sustains their influence notwith- 
standing a persistent pattern of failure at the polls. 


II 





Southeast Asia 


Joseph Chinyong Liow 


ALTHOUGH THE ARAB SPRING prompted discussions of Islamism, politi- 
cal participation, and democracy across the Muslim world, mainstream 
Islamists in Southeast Asia were not greatly influenced by the uprisings 
and their aftermath. They were not looking for models of democratic 
change, having already much earlier opened the door to democracy (in 
the late 1990s during the Asian financial crisis). Islamists in Southeast 
Asia also have nebulous ties with their counterparts in the Middle East 
despite the potential for stronger links to be forged. Still, it is useful 
to compare the trajectory of Indonesian and Malaysian Islamists with 
their fellow travelers further west if only to provide some indication 
of how Arab Islamists might fare given similar political circumstances. 

This chapter will advance five arguments, some of which may appear at 
cross-purposes with each other. First, although Islamist partiesin Indonesia 
and Malaysia have gained electoral support in recent years, that does not 
necessarily correlate with greater support for Islamism. Second, Islamists 
in Southeast Asia have by and large eschewed revolutionary approaches 
to political change. With the minor exception of militant groups who 
have sought to create Islamic states in Indonesia and Malaysia, Islamists 
who seek to implement sharia have remained committed to the political 
process. Third, in both Indonesia and Malaysia, structural conditions 
have enhanced the prospects of Islamists achieving their sociopolitical 
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goals. In Malaysia, the incumbent government led by the Malay nation- 
alist party, UMNO (United Malays National Organization), has facili- 
tated the gradual introduction of Islamic strictures in government, while 
post-Suharto Indonesia has decentralized lawmaking, allowing regional 
and local governments the latitude to introduce various kinds of sharia 
laws. Fourth, Southeast Asian Islamists have not been dogmatic about 
their ideology. This has as much to do with expediency and opportun- 
ism as it has with Islamic traditions in Southeast Asia, which are histori- 
cally more accommodating of pluralism. Fifth, transnational links are 
stronger between Islamist civil society organizations outside the realm 
of mainstream politics than they are between Islamist political parties 
themselves. 


THE ROOTS OF POLITICAL ISLAM IN INDONESIA AND MALAYSIA 


Since independence in 1945, Islam has enjoyed an important—if 
often ambiguous—place in Indonesian politics. This became imme- 
diately evident after independence, when a vociferous debate sur- 
faced among claimants to the fledgling colonial state over the place 
of sharia in the new constitution. The most contentious issue was 
whether a seven-word clause—“with the obligation for adherents of 
Islam to practice Islamic law’—should be included in the preamble 
of the constitution. Commonly known as the Jakarta Charter, the 
debate was resolved in favor of secular nationalists who feared that 
the embryonic state would unravel if Islam were given too promi- 
nent a place given the concerns of large non-Muslim communities 
in Eastern Indonesia. 

Through most of their time in office, presidents Sukarno (1959-1965) 
and Suharto (1966-1998) essentially marginalized political Islam— 
represented during the early years of independence by the Masyumi 
party—although the expression of religious piety in civil society was 
permitted by the state to bolster its legitimacy in the eyes of more pious 
Muslims. Paradoxically, it was during this period in the political “wil- 
derness” that the seeds for new patterns of Islamic thinking and activ- 
ism were sown, and which eventually bore fruit. Primarily rooted in 
student movements through the 1970s and 1980s, “civil” Islam would 
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emerge to play a crucial role in mobilizing Islamist forces in the post- 
Suharto era.! 

The watershed for Islamism in Indonesia came in 1997 when a finan- 
cial crisis catalyzed a widespread reform movement that eventually led 
to the overthrow of Suharto’s New Order regime. This reform move- 
ment, known in popular local parlance as Reformasi, saw the emergence 
of hitherto low-key opposition figures into the public arena to agitate 
for Suharto’s resignation. Among these were a host of Islamist activists, 
including those of Masyumi lineage. With the introduction of free elec- 
tions in 1999, Islamist parties such as Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS, or 
Justice and Prosperity Party), Partai Bulan Bintang (Crescent and Star 
Party), and Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (United Development Party) 
competed at the polls in 1999, 2004, 2009, and 2014 on an Islamist 
platform that included introduction of sharia laws and a greater role 
for Islam in society and state affairs.” Nevertheless, these parties saw 
mixed fortunes. Except for the notable performance of the Muslim 
Brotherhood-inspired PKS, the newest among the Islamist parties, 
Islamists failed to make any significant headway at the national level.’ 

Unlike Ennahda in Tunisia or the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood 
during the Arab Spring, Indonesian Islamists never came to power on 
their own; at best, they were minority members of ruling coalitions. 
One reason is that in post-Suharto Indonesia, the Islamist agenda, 
rather than being concentrated in one or two parties, became dispersed 
across a spectrum of Islamic and Islamist parties because of the frag- 
mented nature of Islamic authority and the institutional weaknesses of 
the parties themselves, leading to a dilution of the Islamist (indeed, the 
Muslim) vote, as well as the broadening of the Islamist agenda.‘ 

This broad canvas of Islamist parties is absent in Malaysia. In Malaysia, 
the standard bearer of Islamism has primarily been the Pan-Malayan 
Islamic Party (PAS), although more recently the ruling and ostensi- 
bly secular UMNO has pursued policies that are easily construed as 
“Islamist” as well (e.g., policing and regulation of non-Muslim activity 
in defense of Islam and supporting PAS initiatives to implement sharia 
by-laws). As a political party, PAS was ironically born within UMNO 
itself, when members of the Religious Bureau of UMNO questioned 
the commitment of the party's leadership to Islam and Muslim inter- 
ests, and broke away in 1951. 
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Regardless of the party’s overtly religious character and motivations, 
its religious track record in Malaysian politics is checkered. Through 
the 1950s and 1960s, it pursued a religio-socialist agenda inspired by 
Sukarno. After the May 1969 race riots, PAS moved further right along 
the ideological spectrum and transformed into a Malay nationalist party 
that contested UMNO’s claim to leadership of the Malay community 
against the backdrop of heightened communitarian consciousness. By 
1982, PAS moved to implement ulama (Muslim religious scholars) rule 
in the party leadership through the formation of a Consultative Council 
(Majlis Shura), made up of clerics who would oversee all party policies 
and set it on course for a stronger and more explicitly Islamist agenda. 

The early 1980s witnessed a flurry of consequential events in the 
Muslim world that informed this reorientation not only in PAS but 
also, as it turned out, in UMNO. This included the Afghan mujahideen 
struggle; the Iranian revolution; the introduction of Islamic govern- 
ment in Pakistan; the rise of Islamist movements and parties in Egypt, 
Tunisia, and Turkey; and the general heightened Islamic consciousness 
of the Malay-Muslim population as appeals to Islam as “the solution” 
gained greater currency across the country. 

In response to the shifting mood in Malaysia, the UMNO-led 
government of Mahathir Mohamad sought to seize the initiative by 
harnessing Islam to justify its developmental policies. It did so by 
orchestrating an Islamization process, which expanded the size and 
scope of the religious bureaucracy at the state and federal level, created 
Islamic banking institutions, and established an Islamic university. At 
the time, the policy stood in marked contrast to developments else- 
where in the Muslim world where regimes experiencing similar pres- 
sures from Islamist opposition forces, such as Egypt and Turkey, chose 
to discredit, rather than leverage, the Islamist agenda. 


ARE PEOPLE WHO VOTE FOR ISLAMIST PARTIES ISLAMISTS? 


The Bali bombing of October 2002, barely a year after the September 
1 attacks in the United States, saw the world bestow on Southeast 
Asia the epithet of the “Second Front” in the global war on terror.’ 
While most analysts recognize that terrorist and militant groups are 


not representative of the Muslim population of Southeast Asia, there 
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is consternation in some policymaking circles over the “conservative 
Islamic high tide” that seems to be sweeping the region. The flowering 
of Islamic organizations and the growing influence of Islamist move- 
ments and parties, particularly in Malaysia and Indonesia, are often 
pointed to as evidence. In the 1999 and 2008 Malaysian elections, PAS 
slowly increased its popularity and number of seats in parliament, albeit 
as part of an opposition alliance that included a major non-Muslim 
partner. The 2004 Indonesian elections saw the PKS winning 7.3 per- 
cent of the total votes and 45 seats in parliament, a number significant 
enough to make it a junior partner in President Bambang Yudhoyono’s 
first coalition government. This was the first instance of Islamists in 
the executive branch since Masyumi’s experiment in the mid-1950s.” 
Beyond tangible indicators such as electoral results, commentators also 
detect a general “Islamic resurgence” from the increased Islamic “con- 
sciousness” in the daily life of Muslims of the region, manifested pri- 
marily in the adoption of Muslim dress, mosque attendance, and the 
proliferation of Islamic symbols.® 

One might be tempted to link the rise of this Islamic conscious- 
ness with the success of Islamist parties at the polls. But there are a 
number of sociopolitical and economic reasons apart from simply 
religious motivations that have led people in Southeast Asia to vote 
for Islamist parties. For instance, PAS has managed to secure support 
from non-Muslims, while both PAS and the PKS have opened mem- 
bership to non-Muslims.’ Indeed, participation in the political pro- 
cess has encouraged a number of religiously-oriented parties to shape 
a broader and more inclusive political agenda, one that moves away 
from demands for the strict implementation of Islamic codes. In fact, 
Islamist parties and movements have in many cases contributed to the 
development of the democratic ethos by welcoming political liberaliza- 
tion and participating in the electoral process." 

It would be instructive here (especially for policymakers) to note 
the difference between spirituality or pietism as a personal conviction 
and its public expression as a form of religiosity. Whereas the former is 
largely related to the realm of personal convictions and the fulfilment 
of individual religious duties, the latter can have important social and 
political implications. In the social realm, it can manifest itself in the 
call for greater adherence to Islamic norms and codes. In Indonesia, 
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for instance, some scholars have noted an inverse correlation between 
religious piety and support for Islamism in the form of either Islamist 
parties or stricter Islamic legislation.” 

Several reasons account for this in Indonesia. First, some of the parties 
at the forefront of the drive to implement sharia have not been Islamist 
parties, but secular parties such as Golkar, the largest political party in 
Indonesia. Second, voters assessed Islamist parties not solely according 
to their religious credentials, but also according to how well they were 
able to “deliver the goods” in terms of sound policy proposals and the 
personal appeal of their candidates. Given the proliferation of political 
parties in the post-Suharto era—including Islamist ones—the elector- 
ate sought other ways to differentiate between parties, beyond abstract 
ideological platforms. Third, Islamist parties themselves avoided exces- 
sive focus on Islam in their campaigns. As Greg Fealy noted of the 2014 
elections: “None of the four Islamic parties that passed the 3.5 percent 
parliamentary threshold campaigned using Islamic concepts or doc- 
trines. Rather, their appeals to their core constituencies emphasized the 
practical benefits that they had or would deliver to their supporters.” 
All this points to the dilution of the Muslim vote and broadening of 
the Islamic agenda in Indonesian society since the fall of Suharto’s New 
Order and the advent of democracy. 

Having said that, we should also recognize that there are diverse 
voices in Southeast Asia that want a greater role for Islam in the polit- 
ical realm. Some want to implement sharia for Muslims (with non- 
Muslims exempt); others want to make Islam the official ideology of 
the state. Such groups and individuals also advocate the use of myriad 
methods to achieve their aims, ranging from participation in the politi- 
cal process to the waging of armed struggle, although the latter has 
remained relatively rare. 


IDEOLOGICAL MALLEABILITY: ISLAMIC LEGISLATION 
AND THE ISLAMIC STATE 


Not unlike many of the other Islamist movements discussed in this 
volume, a key characteristic of the standard bearers of political Islam 
in Southeast Asia such as the PKS in Indonesia and PAS in Malaysia 
has been their apparent readiness to compromise on their ideological 
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commitments to enhance their appeal. A close look at their positions on 
Islamic legislation, one of the keystone issues on any Islamist agenda, 
illustrates this point. 

Assessments of the PKS’s performance in Indonesia’s 2004 general 
elections mostly attributed the party's surge in popularity to its cam- 
paign platform of “clean and caring government.” By casting its lan- 
guage in reformist and egalitarian rather than creedal terms, the PKS 
managed to distinguish itself from a slate of parties widely perceived as 
elitist and tainted by corruption. Notable during the election campaign 
was its restraint over the issue of implementation of sharia and forma- 
tion of an Islamic state, which served to broaden its appeal among a 
religious but still largely pluralistic Muslim electorate. 

Cognizant of the political costs associated with the explicitly Islamist 
appeals of its 1999 campaign when party leaders assessed that their per- 
formance was adversely affected by an overtly Islamist agenda, PKS 
leaders sought to contextualize, if not outright skirt, questions around 
the place of sharia on their agenda without necessarily disavowing it. 
True to form as an ideological offspring of the Brotherhood, PKS lead- 
ers have consistently maintained that their political agenda is anchored 
on issues of social welfare, anticorruption, and good governance, all of 
which are informed by sharia.’ As PKS leader Tiffatul Sembiring put 
it: “People often simplify sharia as cutting off hands and stoning. Sharia 
is very broad, covering all aspects of life and having a universal nature. 
In our understanding, a government creating public welfare performs 
amar ma ruf (doing what is correct) in the sense of sharia, and one erad- 
icating corruption carries out nahi mungkar (rejecting what is wrong) 
as obliged by sharia.” To allay fears, the party leadership declared that 
they would not press the implementation of sharia before educating the 
population on its merits.’ Rather, its implementation would be a natu- 
ral outcome of the gradual, bottom-up Islamization of society through 
education and good governance. 

At first glance, this calibrated perspective on sharia marked a 
shift from the PKS’s disposition during its earlier forays into main- 
stream politics. When its predecessors first participated in elections 
in the late 1990s, they were involved in heated debates over whether 
to revive and implement the Jakarta Charter in the national leg- 
islature, which would have obliged the Indonesian government 
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to endorse the introduction of sharia laws to govern the life of 
Indonesian Muslims. Though the PKS eventually distanced itself 
from other Islamist parties that championed the Jakarta Charter 
resolution, it continued to advocate for society to be more explic- 
itly organized around Islamic principles. Its approach was typified 
by its support for the Medina Charter, based on the practice of the 
Prophet Mohamed during the early Medinan period of Islamic his- 
tory when Muslims lived in harmony with tribes that were permit- 
ted to retain their own customs and religious rites.!” 

When both charters were subsequently defeated, many Islamists 
recalibrated their strategy, pressing for the introduction of as many 
elements of Islamic legislation as possible at the regional level short 
of calling for the full implementation of sharia and an Islamic state. 
The front-line battle for enactment of Islamic law was thus moved out 
of the national assembly to provincial and district legislatures. In so 
doing, supporters of greater Islamic legislation—including those in 
the PKS—took advantage of the post-Suharto era of decentralization 
in which local legislative bodies were granted expanded powers and 
influence, including the right to formulate laws and regulate local 
attains; 

Since 2004, Islamic by-laws have been implemented in a number 
of provinces, including West Java, West Sumatra, South Kalimantan, 
South Sulawesi, and Aceh.” Significantly, mirroring to some extent 
what happened in Malaysia, these by-laws were initiated not by 
Islamist parties but by Golkar, the secular party that previously had 
been Suharto’s vehicle to power. While some had predicted that the 
appeal of sharia would eventually wane in Indonesia, evidence appears 
to point to the contrary. In Aceh, Islamic laws implemented since 2001 
has resulted in several public canings, including an episode where a 
widow was caned after she was accused of adultery by a group of men 
who broke into a house and found her with a married man, but not 
before the men had gang-raped her and beaten up her companion.” 
Significantly, the piecemeal implementation of sharia by-laws across 
Indonesia has not elicited widespread opposition from local popula- 
tions. In point of fact, according to some surveys, there are indications 
that Indonesians have generally supported the introduction of more, 
not less, sharia-type legislation. One example is the 2013 Pew survey of 
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Muslim attitudes, where up to 70 percent of Indonesians interviewed 
desire sharia to be the legal code of the country.”! 

The elusive responses of the PKS to queries about its position on 
sharia, which have been tactically predicated on ambiguity, cannot, 
however, be read as a discernible ideological shift in the party. This has 
been stressed clearly by scholars who observed that 


Formally, PKS declares its support for the current format of the 
Indonesian state: that is, a unitary republic based on the religiously 
neutral ideology of Pancasila.” But the party’s doctrinal documents 
make clear that it regards comprehensive Islamization of the state 
and implementation of sharia law as a longer term goal.” 


Moreover, amid the cut and thrust of local election campaigning, 
PKS leaders have been known to support sharia implementation, or 
at least make statements to that effect.” Similarly, party leaders have 
spoken out strongly in support of an Anti-Pornography Bill devised 
not only to regulate the circulation of pornographic material but also 
to police social activities deemed offensive by conservative Muslims. 
Underlying this is the PKS’s belief—drilled into its cadre through its 
tarbiyah (religious education) programs—that the implementation of 
sharia, while a necessary expression of personal and communal piety, 
must nevertheless be a gradual process flowing from a religiously con- 
scious society, and not something that can be implemented by edict or 
executive decree. 

In Malaysia, Islamist movements such as PAS, the Angkatan Belia 
Islam Malaysia (Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia) or ABIM, and 
newer movements like Hizb ut-Tahrir Malaysia and Ikatan Muslimin 
Malaysia (Malaysian Muslim Network, ISMA) have all pushed for the 
implementation of sharia laws, in particular highly controversial Islamic 
criminal laws. It is important to note that a large segment of the incum- 
bent UMNO party has also been either sympathetic to this push or, in 
some cases, actively involved in agitating for implementation of sharia. 

Since 1994, most Malaysian states have adopted the Sharia Criminal 
Offenses enactment. These enactments were designed to regulate the 
private life of Muslims such that they “measure up” to the exacting 
moral demands of sharia as interpreted by the growing and increasingly 
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proactive state Islamic bureaucracies.” Moral police set up by these state 
religious bureaucracies routinely raid night clubs, parks, and hotels in 
an effort to curb un-Islamic practices such as alcohol consumption and 
khalwat, the consorting of unrelated men and women. 

Until the mid-2000s, the hallmark of PAS’s struggle has been the 
quest for the application of sharia, with particular emphasis on the 
enforcement of hudud, qisas, and ta’zir punishments.”° As early as 1993, 
PAS had already submitted a hudud bill for discussion in the Kelantan 
state assembly that it controlled shortly after winning the 1990 state 
election. The bill included a section legislating against hudud offenses 
such as wine drinking, apostasy, unlawful sexual intercourse (zina), 
robbery, and accusing someone of zina without evidence.” Prepared 
by a committee comprising PAS ulama, the state Mufti, and other 
ulama in Kelantan state’s Islamic Religion and Malay Council, the 
bill proved highly controversial. Among the criticisms were how the 
bill was prejudiced against women and introduced draconian and 
inhumane punishments.” In response to the blowback, PAS ulama 
began to campaign fervently for the implementation of the laws by 
issuing various publications and organizing public forums and semi- 
nars to discuss the issue.*? Although the bill was eventually passed in 
the Kelantan Parliament, it was not ratified by the Malaysian federal 
government and thus could not be implemented. In Terengganu, a 
similar bill was enacted in 2002 during the short period when PAS 
controlled the state assembly. Once again, the laws were not gazetted 
due to opposition from the central government. Ironically, despite 
rejecting the hudud bills of PAS, the Malaysian government found 
itself harried to move closer to the agenda of PAS when officials within 
the state religious bureaucracy, many of whom were either members 
of the UMNO party or supporters of it, started putting pressure the 
government to introduce such laws. 

Many government officials and UMNO leaders argued that it was the 
responsibility of the government in an Islamic state to strive toward the 
implementation of sharia.*” Indeed, the quid pro quo that led Malaysian 
ulama to support Mahathir Mohamad’s Islamic State declaration (when 
the former prime minister controversially declared publicly that Malaysia 
was already an “Islamic state” without detailing how that was so) and 
Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi’s Islam Hadhari pronouncement 
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(designed to spotlight the “moderate” aspects of Malaysian Islam) was 
that the government would eventually institutionalize sharia legislation, 
including hudud.*! Nakhaie Ahmad, the then chief of Yayasan Dakwah 
Islam Malaysia (Islamic Dakwah Association of Malaysia) and a former 
PAS leader, posited that hudud must be implemented and mentioned 
that various provisions needed to be prepared to make this possible. For 
instance, a detailed study of the legal system, sharia courts, and support- 
ing enactments needed to be undertaken before hudud could be imple- 
mented. He also criticized UMNO leaders for condemning the hudud 
laws as obsolete and not suited to contemporary society.*” In short, the 
demand for implementing Islamic law is winning support from a wide 
spectrum of Malaysian Muslim society (including elements within or 
linked to the ruling party) and is not merely an agenda confined to 
opposition Islamists, as may be the case in some other Middle Eastern 
contexts. 

In a sign that both the Malaysian government and Islamist opposi- 
tion were beginning to converge on the hudud issue, Annuar Musa, 
chief of UMNO-Kelantan and chief justice of the Kelantan’s sharia 
court, declared in January 2014 that the state was prepared to con- 
sider applying hudud laws. In response, PAS leadership in Kelantan 
formed a technical committee to study the implementation of sharia 
ordinances.” UMNO’s gambit in Kelantan paid off on two counts: 
it shored up the party’s religious credentials and its appeal as an 
Islamic party, while applying immense pressure on the opposition 
Pakatan Rakyat or People’s Alliance, whose component parties have 
harbored residual suspicion of PAS’s Islamist agenda despite entering 
into a coalition with them. Indeed, although some of PAS’s allies took 
the position that the implementation of hudud may be tolerable in 
Muslim-majority regions so long as non-Muslims stand outside its 
jurisdiction, others have been less forthcoming. In point of fact, even 
if such a delineation is possible in theory, in practice it would be dif- 
ficult to implement especially when a crime, for example zina, involves 
Muslims and non-Muslims.*4 On March 19, 2015, the Kelantan state 
assembly passed the Sharia Criminal Code II Bill 1993 (amended 2015) 
with the support of 2 UMNO assemblymen, and PAS President Abdul 
Hadi Awang submitted a private member's bill (bills introduced in 
the Westminster parliamentary system by members who do not hold 
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cabinet positions) in parliament to discuss amendments to the Sharia 
Court Act of 1965, which would pave the way for the implementation 
of hudud in Kelantan. 

Unlike the PKS in Indonesia, there have been significant differ- 
ences of opinion within PAS over the urgency of the Islamic state 
agenda, as well as the manner in which to pursue it—with the con- 
tours of two broad camps forming. The ulama, who have led the party 
since 1982, have generally championed the top-down formation of 
an Islamic state in Malaysia. This is evident in the party’s attempts 
to implement Islamic law where it has held power, such as in the 
states of Kelantan (since 1990) and Terengganu (1998-2004), as dis- 
cussed earlier. While these attempts faced legal and structural impedi- 
ments due to Malaysia’s federal constitution, Islamic laws have been 
drawn up for these states with a view to eventual implementation.” 
Moreover, the ulama leadership has argued that the electoral swing to 
opposition parties is indicative of greater sympathy for Islamic gov- 
ernance. The Ulama Council declared to that effect: “The Malaysian 
people today have high hopes for PAS toward the advancement of the 
country. Moreover, many among them hope to see an Islamic state 
and welfare state come into being that would guarantee peace and 
prosperity to all Malaysians.”*° 

On the other hand, reformist technocrats and activists who mostly 
flocked to the party during the height of the Malaysian reform move- 
ment in the late 1990s have argued that, rather than forcing the imple- 
mentation of sharia by way of political pronouncements and executive 
decree, the formation of an Islamic state and introduction of sharia 
should be the “natural outcome” of a gradual, bottom-up Islamization 
of Muslim society in Malaysia.*” These reformists stood at the fore- 
front of PAS’s entry into the opposition coalition known as the People’s 
Alliance, rationalizing the move as an outcome of ijtihad (independent 
reasoning) and tajdid (intellectual renewal) toward the Quranic imper- 
ative of al-Wasatiyah (the middle path).**® 

However, while reformists saw this as part of wider “post-Islamist” 
trends that also encapsulated developments in the Middle East in 2011, 
conservatives were less sanguine. Relations between the two factions 
came to a head during internal elections of June 2015, when con- 
servatives swept into all major leadership positions in the party and 
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its youth wings. This prompted intense discussions within the reform- 
ist faction about whether to split from PAS and create a new Islamist 
party to continue the struggle as part of the opposition coalition, or 
to remain within the party but under conservative leadership. As for 
the conservatives, their victory in party elections was quickly followed 
by the severing of ties with secular opposition allies in the Democratic 
Action Party on grounds that the latter’s criticism of its sharia law 
agenda was tantamount to interference in internal party matters and a 
contravention of the alliance agreement. 

Differences between conservatives and reformists over the means, 
however, have had little impact on the ends. Indeed, even reformist 
technocrats have been compelled under the weight of public scrutiny 
and political pressure to concede that creating an Islamic state and 
implementing Islamic legislation remains the party’s ultimate goal, 
albeit a long-term one. Rather, it is over the question of the prioritiza- 
tion of the Islamic state goal vis-a-vis other more immediate political 
objectives that one finds a greater degree of ambiguity. This is evident 
from PAS’s track record in national elections, where the party’s popu- 
larity has appeared to decline whenever it pushes an overt Islamic 
agenda.*? 

Nevertheless, this does not imply that the electorate is any less keen 
on Islamic strictures. After all, there is, as this chapter has argued, little 
that differentiates between PAS and UMNO today insofar as an Islamic 
agenda is concerned. Rather, as with the case of Indonesia, where there is 
more than one Islamist party or program to choose from, Muslim elector- 
ates tend to look at other aspects of political platforms as well. In Malaysia, 
this includes issues of local and national governance and economic policy 
that are pursued alongside the implementation of sharia. For PAS, there 
is the further dimension of non-Muslim support, which it actively seeks 
out. Unlike Indonesia, the demographics in Malaysia are such that any 
Islamist party with pretensions of coming to power must secure a measure 
of non-Muslim support. UMNO has done so via its non-Muslim partners 
in the National Front coalition. PAS’s challenge at any given moment is to 
fine-tune the tactical utility of promoting an Islamic state—which endears 
the party to the conservative Malay-Muslim heartland—without compro- 
mising its fledgling popularity among non-Muslims, who, while openly 
opposed to discriminatory policies of the ruling party, are nevertheless 
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afraid of the prospect of further implementation of Islamic legislation, in 
particular the Islamic penal code. 


SOUTHEAST ASIA AND TRANSNATIONAL ISLAMISM 


Muslim activists and Islamists in Southeast Asia have always been well 
aware that they are part of a wider network of believers. They have 
sought with varying degrees of success to build on these linkages to 
strengthen their own mobilization at home. Much of this has involved 
attempts on the part of Islamic organizations and parties to coordinate 
efforts with coreligionists abroad to advocate for Muslim causes. 

Within the region, student groups such as Himpunan Mahasiswa 
Islam (Indonesia), ABIM (Malaysia), and the National University of 
Singapore’s Muslim Society of Singapore often come together to facili- 
tate informal networks of Islamic groups. An annual meeting of the 
three groups is held on a rotational basis. These meetings are meant 
to strengthen the ties between the three groups and enhance their 
proselytizing among Muslims in the broader region. Some earlier lead- 
ers of this network, such as Anwar Ibrahim, Ghani Shamsuddin, and 
Nurcholish Majid, would go on to play major roles in their respective 
countries. Members of PAS Youth and ABIM were also known to have 
visited Indonesian Islamist leaders such as Mohamed Natsir, the former 
Indonesian prime minister who led the Islamist Masyumi party in the 
early to mid-1950s.*° It was during one of these meetings that Natsir 
advised future deputy prime minister-cum-opposition leader Anwar 
Ibrahim to join PAS, but Ibrahim eventually joined UMNO.“ 

At the international level, Islamist parties and groups from 
Southeast Asia frequently attempt to coordinate their efforts to 
address Muslim causes.4? In 1988, PAS organized a major gather- 
ing of Islamist organizations entitled the “International Gathering for 
the Solidarity of Muslims,” which was attended by representatives of 
Islamist groups from Pakistan, Egypt, Indonesia, Philippines, Iran, 
Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, and Sudan. With the outbreak of the 
1990 Gulf War, a group of Islamist parties including Pakistan’s Jamaat- 
e-Islami, the Muslim Brotherhood, and PAS, and led by Turkish Islamist 
leader and future prime minister Necmettin Erbakan, traveled to Europe 
and the United States to lobby for a resolution to the conflict. Of note 
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was what came out of these efforts—the creation of the International 
Gathering of Islamic Groups with a secretariat in Istanbul.44 PAS and 
the PKS have been important members of this body. Throughout the 
1990s, it tackled issues affecting Muslims such as the conflict in Bosnia, 
Kashmir, and Chechnya and generally articulated anti-Western and 
anti-American positions. 

Since the fall of the Suharto regime in Indonesia and after the 
September 11 attacks and the ensuing war on terror, a second phase 
of Islamic resurgence took shape in Southeast Asia. Unlike the first 
wave where Muslim voters became more religiously attentive, the sec- 
ond wave further politicized Muslim religiosity and brought to the fore 
debates over the imposition of stricter Islamic laws and the need for an 
Islamic state. At a global level, Muslims in Indonesia and Malaysia are 
forging a greater sense of solidarity with their religious counterparts in 
other parts of the world and becoming more attuned and responsive to 
Islamic conflicts worldwide. 

The September 11 attacks and their aftermath presented a diff- 
cult dilemma for Islamist parties in Southeast Asia. Officially, both 
PAS and the PKS issued measured condemnations of the terrorist 
attacks.“ Subsequent American actions in Afghanistan and Iraq were, 
however, met with vocal condemnation. The situation was further 
complicated by the discovery that the terrorist organization Jemaah 
Islamiyah was comprised of some individuals who were sympathizers 
of these parties. While certain PAS leaders urged their members to 
fight alongside the Taliban,*° the former leader of the PKS, Hidayat 
Nur Wahid, was more cautious and refrained from openly advocating 
support. 

Southeast Asian governments capitalized on the global fear of 
Islamists to demonize Islamist opposition parties.” In the case of PAS, 
the immediate effect was its poor electoral performance in the 2004 
elections where it lost the support of non-Muslim Malaysians. In time, 
however, Muslim voters grew increasingly disturbed by what they saw 
as the disproportionate retaliation of the United States against the 
Muslim world, with many coming to view the war against terror as a 
war against Islam.“ This anti-Americanism and anti-Westernism con- 
tinues to linger, spurred by the perceived double standards as exem- 
plified in global reactions to the Charlie Hebdo affair, when Western 
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leaders rallied in support of the principle of freedom of speech, a prin- 
ciple which many Southeast Asian Muslims saw being used to deni- 
grate their religion. Muslims in Southeast Asia increasingly came to see 
themselves as members of an international community of grievance. 
Islamists channeled this sense of frustration toward galvanizing sup- 
port for Muslim causes and against Western hegemony. Needless to 
say, this has been a significant factor in sustaining a steady stream of 
support for Islamist parties and civil society groups. 

The level of cooperation and coordination between Islamist groups 
within the region and beyond in “defense of Islam” are further evi- 
dent in two instances. In the wake of the American invasion of Iraq, 
a number of Islamist parties convened in London to discuss potential 
responses. This meeting included the Muslim Brotherhood (branches 
from Egypt, Jordan, and Iraq), Jamaat-e-Islami (from Pakistan and 
Bangladesh), Turkish Islamists as well as PAS and the PKS.” The par- 
ticipants agreed to organize a worldwide peaceful protest to take place 
in March 2003. Each of the parties further agreed to pressure their 
respective governments to boycott American and British products 
and to organize humanitarian aid for the people of Iraq. Both PAS 
and the PKS organized demonstrations in Malaysia and Indonesia, 
respectively. 

The second case in point is the Islamist reaction to the Israeli war 
against Hizbollah in 2006. Islamist parties and groups in Southeast 
Asia quickly moved to coordinate their efforts to provide assistance to 
Hizbollah. On August 12, 2006, PAS organized the Southeast Asian 
Islamic Organizations Roundtable Conference for Palestine and 
Lebanon. Representatives of Islamist parties the world over, includ- 
ing Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, and Islamist groups from 
Cambodia, Brunei, India, Indonesia, Thailand, Myanmar, and Malaysia 
were in attendance.”? Even the Iranian government sent a senior cleric, 
Ayatollah Ali Tashkiri. Hamas sent its leaders Khaled Meshal and 
Khaleel Al Hayea as representatives. 

In his opening speech, the moderator of the event Dato’ Yeop Adlan 
Rose, former Malaysian deputy high commissioner to Singapore and a 
member of PAS, condemned the atrocities committed by the Israelis. 
He went on to blame the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
other Western powers for their support of the Israeli state. He then 
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went on to criticize the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), 
describing it as impotent, and called for the mobilization of the Muslim 
ummah through a different global platform. All the subsequent speak- 
ers reiterated this call for a new platform for Muslims.” In so doing, the 
Islamist groups in attendance were essentially presenting themselves, 
through their newly established body, as an alternative to the OIC. 
The second wave of Islamic revival also saw the emergence of new 
Islamist players. One such group is Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), which defines 
itself as an international political party seeking to implement sharia and 
re-establish the Islamic caliphate. HT has chapters in over 40 countries 
including Malaysia and Indonesia. The movement first found a foothold 
in Southeast Asia in the late 1980s, but it was not until early 2000 that 
the movement emerged openly in Indonesia and Malaysia. HT’s attrac- 
tion for many Southeast Asian Muslims lies in its overtly anti-Western 
ideology. Unlike many of the Islamist parties that accept elements of 
Western society such as democracy and capitalism, HT rejects these 
ideas as un-Islamic. What is further evident from close consideration 
of Islamist participation in transnational networks is the existence of 
something of an implicit hierarchy among Islamist movements world- 
wide. Islamists in Malaysia and, to a lesser extent, Indonesia continue 
to genuflect in the direction of Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood, at least for 
inspiration. Conversely, attempts by Indonesian Muslim political lead- 
ers to reach out to the Egyptian Brotherhood to share their experience 
of democratization after military rule were met with polite disinterest. 


THE CHALLENGE OF THE ISLAMIC STATE 


Authorities in Indonesia have confirmed that more than 150 Indonesians 
have traveled to Syria and Iraq, while their Malaysian counterparts have 
suggested that up to 70 Malaysians have gone to fight. It is likely that in 
both cases, the actual numbers are significantly higher. The Singapore 
government has also revealed that several of its nationals have made 
their way there, while the Philippines has expressed concern that the 
Islamic State could also recruit from among the Bangsamoro popula- 
tions in their southern islands, although there is currently no evidence 
of Filipino or Thai Muslims being involved. Indonesian and Malaysian 
nationals have already been involved in martyrdom operations in Syria. 
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When the Islamic State declared the formation of the caliphate on the 
first day of Ramadan in June 2014, it was widely reported in Indonesia 
and, in some small segments of the Muslim population, celebrated 
through pledges of allegiance.’ In Malaysia, members of Muslim 
political parties and civil society groups celebrated the martyrdom of a 
Malaysian who died in Syria fighting alongside the Islamic State.*4 

Noticeably, the Islamic State appears to have gained some, albeit lim- 
ited currency in certain quarters of Southeast Asias large Muslim demo- 
graphic. This support derives from several factors. At an abstract theological 
level, the Islamic State’s Southeast Asian sympathizers are cognizant of the 
fact that its struggle resonates with several hadith concerning Bilad al- 
Sham (Greater Syria) that prophesied the creation of a Khilafah Minhajul 
Nebuwah—an ideal caliphate many Muslims believe will emerge near the 
end of times following the fall of dictators in the Arabian Peninsula, as well 
as an eschatological struggle between the Imam Mahdi, or messiah, who 
would be supported by forces raising black banners, as well as the Dajjal, 
or antichrist. This millenarian perspective has been making its rounds in 
discussions and local publications on the Syrian conflict in both Indonesia 
and Malaysia.” 

A second aspect of the group’s appeal is sectarian. The challenge of 
the Islamic State is seen in some quarters as an extension of the Sunni— 
Shiite schism; to wit, the struggle against Bashar-al Assad’s Alawite 
regime is considered legitimate not just in Islamist circles, but more 
broadly. Much in the same way, Islamic State militancy in Iraq is seen 
as a consequence of Sunni grievance against the Shiite-led government 
of former prime minister Nouri al-Maliki. These narratives have to be 
understood in the context of tense Shiite-Sunni relations in Southeast 
Asia: Shiite Islam is banned in Malaysia and not widely accepted in 
Indonesia. Finally, many Southeast Asian Muslims have been moti- 
vated by the sheer magnitude of the humanitarian crisis in Syria to lend 
support, principally in terms of financial contributions to Islamic chari- 
ties purporting to be assisting Syrian victims of the conflict, although a 
small number have also joined medical missions. 

While the Islamic State has been embraced by several radical groups, it 
has been rejected and virulently condemned by others. Jemaah Islamiyah, 
the notorious terrorist organization responsible for several suicide bomb- 
ings in Indonesia over the last decade and a half, has accused the Islamic 
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State of takfir (Muslims accusing coreligionists of being non-Muslim) 
and dismissed them as kharawij (heretics). Others, such as the conserva- 
tive Majlis Mujahidin Indonesia (Indonesian Mujahidin Council), have 
cast doubt over the Islamic State’s religious credibility, proclaiming that it 
is an organization and not a caliphate, and hence has no legitimate claim 
to the loyalty of Muslims. Furthermore, it pointed out that the process of 
appointing Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as caliph violated Islamic law as it did 
not take place before a religious Shura Council that represents the global 
Islamic community. 


THE ARAB SPRING 


The Arab uprisings were closely followed by Islamist parties in Southeast 
Asia. Not without reason, it was in Indonesia that the protests of 
the Arab Spring, especially in Egypt (and including the subsequent 
coup), were predicted to resonate. Both Egypt and Indonesia have 
large Muslim majorities and share similar strategic positions in their 
respective regions as major powers; both had historically been ruled by 
authoritarian military regimes; and both had a growing Muslim mid- 
dle class, although it is debatable whether the size of Egypt’s middle 
class was anywhere near what was created by the economic growth in 
Indonesia under Suharto’s New Order regime, corruption and nepo- 
tism notwithstanding. Both Indonesia and Egypt were also home to 
significant Islamist undercurrents. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood 
managed to successfully penetrate society on such a scale that it could 
emerge as the most viable party after the collapse of the Mubarak 
regime. In Indonesia, Muslim activism was circumscribed during the 
Suharto rule, but never eliminated. Indeed, it was the tarbiyah (Islamic 
education) networks that sustained an Islamist discourse, which in 
turn would generate the cadre-ization of the PKS, catapulting it into 
national prominence. 

Given Indonesia’s democratization following the collapse of Suharto’s 
regime in 1997—which ushered in a tempestuous few years of social 
upheaval—it should be no surprise that the ouster of the Mubarak 
regime and the Arab uprisings were widely embraced by Indonesia. 
During this period, there was much talk about how Indonesia’s own 
democratization experience could serve as a “model” for the reform 
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processes underway in the Middle East. In hindsight, however, it 
appears few Arab activists actually took these discussions seriously, 
especially given the tendency, discussed earlier, for Arab Islamists to 
disregard developments taking place elsewhere.” 

To be fair, Egyptian Islamists faced a different dilemma after the 
fall of Mubarak than Indonesian Islamists faced after Suharto’s fall. 
The Brotherhood was strong enough to capture the presidency and 
legislature if it wished (and it did). In Indonesia, no Islamist party 
could do so. Indeed, such was the discrepancy that Indonesian Islamist 
parties themselves such as the PKS looked to the success of Islamists 
in Egypt and elsewhere as a source of inspiration to energize their own 
struggle.*8 

In Malaysia, the Arab Spring quickly played into the hands of 
an opposition that was engaged in major—and increasingly tense— 
competition with the UMNO-led incumbents. Under the leadership 
of Anwar Ibrahim, who had since his student activism days culti- 
vated close personal relations with Muslim Brotherhood members, 
the Malaysian opposition coalition led by Ibrahim’s Keadilan party 
(which included PAS) quickly called for a “Malaysian Spring,” draw- 
ing comparisons between the ruling government in Malaysia and the 
overthrown regimes in Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya. Demonstrations 
were staged to express solidarity with their counterparts in the Arab 
world, but these quickly shifted gear to become platforms for attacks 
on the Malaysian regime. Opportunism aside, there was also an ele- 
ment of coreligious affinity and cross-fertilization, particularly among 
PAS members, as well as members of the UMNO-afhliated ulama, 
who had always held the likes of Rached Ghannouchi (cofounder 
of Ennahda in Tunisia) and the Brotherhood-linked cleric Yusuf al- 
Qaradawi in high regard.” 

If the Arab Spring failed to deepen relations between Islamist par- 
ties in the Middle East and Indonesia (and Malaysia), the military 
coup in Egypt did prompt widespread condemnation in Southeast 
Asia. Specifically, the coup was portrayed by conservatives in various 
Islamist parties as a conspiracy between the United States and Israel to 
remove the democratically elected Islamist leadership. In Malaysia, PAS 
strongly opposed the anti-Morsi coup, organizing large demonstrations 


and using its publication, Harakah, to condemn the military's actions. 
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The late Mursyidul ‘Am (spiritual guide) of PAS, Nik Aziz Nik Mat, 
even lashed out at the Saudi regime for endorsing the Egyptian mili- 
tary’s killing of civilians after the coup, opining that “the truth belongs 
to God alone, not to the East and not to the West. Although the cus- 
todian of the two holy places has been honored with this duty (to rule 
over Makkah and Medina), it does not necessarily mean they hold the 
key to the truth.” 

PAS reformists criticized the coup as a blatant contravention of 
democratic principles and the will of the Egyptian people, the major- 
ity of whom voted in Morsi. Notably, this view was also shared by the 
Malaysian leadership, with Prime Minister Najib Razak openly criti- 
cizing the coup. Meanwhile, in Indonesia, the Egyptian military was 
widely disparaged for overthrowing Morsi. Given Indonesias own 
historical experience with military regimes and political upheaval, it 
was no surprise that criticism came not just from the Islamists, but 
from across the political spectrum.®? As in Malaysia, several street 
protests and demonstrations were organized by Indonesian civil soci- 
ety groups against the coup, though nothing substantive or lasting 
materialized. 


CONCLUSION 


Despite PAS’s relatively strong showing in recent Malaysian elections 
(especially in 1999 and 2008 but to a lesser extent in 2013) and the 
general expectation that the PKS will improve its electoral standing in 
future Indonesian elections, the likelihood of any Islamist party com- 
ing to power in the region remains small. As the chapter stressed at the 
outset, an increase in Islamic consciousness among the Muslim pop- 
ulation in Southeast Asia does not necessarily translate into political 
gains for Islamist parties on the national level. A good case in point 
here is the Tablighi Jamaat. The Tablighi Jamaat, which is the largest 
Islamic movement in the world in terms of sheer numbers, has played 
an important role in catalyzing a revival of personal piety and adher- 
ence to individual Islamic religious obligations in Southeast Asia. It has, 
however, remained strictly apolitical, asserting the need to concentrate 
on personal and individual reform. Adherence to the Tablighi Jamaat’s 
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conservative beliefs in the social sphere is thus not necessarily indicative 
of any political position or voting pattern. 

There are, however, as noted earlier, parties and movements in 
Southeast Asia that remain strongly committed to developing an Islamic 
state. When analyzing the potential impact of these groups on the future 
of Southeast Asia, it is important to remember that despite similari- 
ties in rhetoric and objectives, no two Islamisms are alike. Islamic and 
Islamist parties and movements have employed myriad methods rang- 
ing from democratic participation to militancy. Islamist parties and the 
methods they employ are constantly shaped by the sociopolitical con- 
texts within which they operate, requiring analysts to be ever atten- 
tive to local and regional particularities. For now, though, Southeast 
Asian Islamists are for the most part in favor of gradual and incremen- 
tal advancement of their goals through active participation in political 
processes and the continued building of transnational networks. While 
they cannot claim outright electoral victories nationally, they can point 
to real tangible success in contributing to the “Islamization” of society 
and even state bureaucracies, something that cannot necessarily be said 
of many of their Arab counterparts. 


Engaging Islamists 


I2 





Islamism and U.S. Foreign Policy 


Peter Mandaville 


ON THE FACE OF it, the Arab uprisings of 2011 appeared to pose numer- 
ous challenges to U.S. policy in the Middle East. First and foremost 
among these was the demise of several regimes—particularly Egypt, 
Yemen, and Tunisia—whose leaders had been firmly aligned with 
America’s strategic priorities in the region. And when it became clear 
that the primary beneficiaries of the region’s new political realities 
would be various Islamist parties and movements, Washington found 
itself faced with another dilemma. Conventional wisdom suggested 
that the United States had a deeply entrenched discomfort with such 
groups. Some observers saw the United States as ideologically averse 
to Islamism, whereas others traced this attitude to lingering fears in 
Washington that even mainstream Islamists—those who have chosen 
to participate in the democratic process—harbored agendas that ulti- 
mately ran counter to U.S. security interests. In some cases, the United 
States had been complicit in or, at the very least, had turned a blind eye 
to efforts by its client regimes in the region to suppress and criminal- 
ize Islamists. Thus, when these groups initially came to dominate the 
transitional politics of the Arab world in 2011, Washington seemed to 
face something of a predicament. 

Several years on from these momentous events, the situation seems 
to have reversed itself. Across the region, Islamist parties have been 
toppled from power (Egypt), put on a political back foot (Tunisia), or 
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turned into deeply polarizing forces within society (Libya). How has 
USS. policy dealt with the phenomenal rise and equally dramatic fall of 
mainstream Islamist actors from 2011 on? Is it possible to identify a shift 
in U.S. policy toward these groups? Given recent developments, how 
is Washington likely to approach the question of Islamist engagement 
going forward? 


THE MYTH OF “ONE MAN, ONE VOTE, ONE TIME 


To properly answer these questions, it is important to first have a general 
sense of how political Islam has figured in U.S. foreign policy over the 
last few decades. While we know from declassified State Department 
cables that the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was on the radar of the 
U.S. government during the 1950s and 1960s, American foreign policy 
granted no particular significance to these groups other than to won- 
der whether their religious nature might make them useful partners in 
checking the spread of socialism in the Third World.! 

Political Islam did not become a discrete issue within U.S. foreign 
policy until the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran. For many years, that 
event shaped American understandings of Islamism even though the 
revolutionary ideology behind it was not in line with the orientation of 
most other Islamists and, indeed, was highly atypical even within Shiite 
history and tradition. Meanwhile, during the 1980s the United States 
aligned itself with the Afghan mujahideen in their struggle against Soviet 
invasion because they were viewed through the lens of Cold War politics. 
This led the United States to see the mujahideen primarily as a counter- 
weight to Soviet expansionism, and to pay little attention to the politi- 
cal and security vacuum created by the eventual Soviet withdrawal from 
Afghanistan—the very crucible that eventually gave rise to al-Qaeda. 

However, the event that set the tone for U.S. policy toward main- 
stream Islamist movements and parties (of the Muslim Brotherhood ilk) 
was undoubtedly the Algerian elections of 1991. When it became clear 
that the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) was poised to win the two-thirds 
parliamentary majority required to change the country’s constitution, the 
Algerian military intervened to annul the elections. The ensuing political 
conflict plunged Algeria into civil war for the better part of a decade. In 
a speech on U.S. policy toward the Middle East delivered in the spring 
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of 1992, senior U.S. diplomat Edward Djerejian indicated that it was 
prudent of the Algerian army to have prevented the FIS from coming to 
power because Islamists reaching power through the ballot box would have 
been a case of “one man, one vote, one time.” In other words, Islamists 
would make instrumental use of democracy to capture the state, only to 
subsequently dismantle the democratic system to ensure they could not 
be removed from power. Ever since, the fear of a “one man, one vote, 
one time” scenario has supposedly been the dictum governing U.S. policy 
toward Islamists.” At its core has been the belief—or at least the strong 
suspicion—that the Islamist embrace of democratic ideals is likely a tacti- 
cal shift in the service of a longer term totalitarian vision. 


THE REGIONAL ROOTS OF ISLAMIST POLICY 


Islamist movements, for their part, were evolving rapidly with the times. 
By the mid-1990s, there were clear signs that these groups could no lon- 
ger be understood by reference to the original vision of Islamist “found- 
ing fathers”—such as the Egyptian Hassan al-Banna or Pakistan’s Abul 
Ala Mawdudi—who had been active in the first half of the 20th cen- 
tury. In 1996, for example, a group of young leaders within the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood split from the movement and attempted to estab- 
lish a separate political party, Hizb al-Wasat (Party of the Center). They 
complained about the Brotherhood’s conservative and intransigent lead- 
ership and its inability to update its vision and agenda. 

In addition to these clear generational and ideological differences 
within Islamist groups, the trend toward Islamist participation in 
democracy continued unabated. By the mid-2000s, Islamist parties 
had become fixtures in the mainstream politics of Morocco, Egypt, 
Palestine, Lebanon, Jordan, Yemen, and Kuwait. In Turkey in 2002, 
the Justice and Development Party (AKP), whose roots lay in Turkey’s 
Islamist movement, won a landslide victory and has now been in power 
for more than fourteen years. 

During this same period, however, U.S. policy toward Islamists 
remained very cautious. In 1995, Washington announced that it was 
ceasing all contact with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. In the 
years following 9/11, some of the more influential voices shaping 
views of political Islam in the United States were those—such as Israel 
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and Egypt—that wished to advance an understanding of Islamism 
consistent with their domestic interests. By 2003, most Islamist par- 
ties in the Arab world had decided to boycott the United States 
in a gesture of protest at the American invasion of Iraq. In 2006, 
the U.S. rejection of Hamas’ victory in the Palestinian legislative 
elections seemed to confirm in the eyes of many the idea that the 
United States was simply unwilling to do business with Islamists. 

This interpretation of U.S. attitudes toward Islamism is far too sim- 
plistic. Looked at from a different vantage point—and augmented with 
additional information—those things that seem to suggest an ideologi- 
cal aversion to Islamism on the part of the United States can be seen in 
a different light.’ 

Take Washington’s apparent decision in the 1990s to cut off ties 
with the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. Speaking in 2005, the U.S. 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice asserted that “we have not engaged 
with the Muslim Brotherhood ... and we won't,” justifying this posi- 
tion by reference to the group’s legal status in Egypt. Of course, the 
U.S. government frequently engages all over the world with groups 
deemed illegal by local governments and, in fact, low level outreach to 
the Muslim Brotherhood continued even as Rice made this seemingly 
categorical declaration. All of this suggests that the decision to stop talk- 
ing to the Brotherhood a decade earlier had been the direct result of a 
request from the Egyptian government rather than a deliberative policy 
shift initiated in Washington. During that period, the Mubarak regime 
had been looking for every opportunity to tarnish the reputation of a 
movement it saw as a political threat by linking the Brotherhood in the 
eyes of the public with terrorism (a preview, in other words, of the poli- 
cies of President Abdel Fattah al-Sissi). It hoped that an announcement 
from Washington that the Brotherhood had been removed from its 
list of local interlocutors would enhance this effect. In her announce- 
ment, Condoleezza Rice justified the policy shift as a response to a 
favor requested by a close and trusted ally of the United States. In other 
words, the U.S. decision to cut off contact with the Brotherhood tells 
us more about U.S.—Egypt bilateral relations than it does about how 
the U.S. viewed Islamist groups.‘ 

Similarly, the uproar in Washington about the 2006 Hamas victory 
is best understood as a function of U.S. concerns about Israel’s security 
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and the fact that a group officially designated as a terrorist group was 
poised to take over the Palestinian Authority (PA)—thereby making it 
all but impossible under U.S. law for economic assistance to flow to the 
Palestinian territories. 

There are also other clues suggesting that U.S. policy toward Islamists 
was more complicated than might first appear. For example, in a num- 
ber of countries around the world—including Indonesia and Yemen— 
Islamist parties participated in democracy training programs funded 
by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
and the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) throughout the 
late 1990s and 2000s. It is difficult to reach the conclusion that the 
United States feared the rise of Islamists if U.S. government agencies 
and American taxpayer dollars were actually helping these groups to 
compete politically. Furthermore, over the course of the 2000s, it had 
become routine for U.S. government officials to meet with representa- 
tives of Islamist parties from the Middle East on the sideline of events 
and conferences organized by prominent think tanks in Washington, 
DC, such as the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the 
Project on Middle East Democracy (POMED), and the Center for the 
Study of Islam and Democracy (CSID). 


REVISITING ISLAMIST ENGAGEMENT 


There were signs quite early in the Obama administration that the 
United States recognized the need to re-evaluate its stance on Islamist 
groups. By late 2009, an informal working group on Islamism within 
the State Department was looking at the issue and systematically cata- 
loging U.S. diplomatic engagements with Islamists abroad. The latter 
exercise revealed that American diplomats serving in countries where 
Islamists were active actually had fairly regular contact with representa- 
tives of these groups. There were of course a few notable exceptions, 
such as Egypt, where blanket proscriptions against Islamist engagement 
were in effect. But these were the exceptions rather than the rule. 

In fact, there was no such thing as an overarching U.S. policy posi- 
tion on Islamists. While custom dictated that these groups were gen- 
erally not received in Washington, DC (if and when they could even 
obtain visas to come to the United States) and while the United States 
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exhibited a clear preference for working with non-Islamist segments of 
civil society, it was not uncommon for diplomats serving in the politi- 
cal section of U.S. embassies in the Middle East to meet from time 
to time with Islamists. (Engagement with groups such as Hamas and 
Hezbollah, officially designated by the U.S. government as terrorist 
organizations, was—and is—regarded as a wholly separate matter.) In 
net terms, the “limited contact” policy followed by the United States 
during this period meant that Washington was not equipped to fully 
understand, or try to shape, a segment of Arab political opinion and 
activism that was clearly on the rise. 

So by the time the Arab uprisings toppled regimes in Tunisia, 
Egypt, and Libya in 2011, the United States had already been giving 
some thought to the need for a new approach to Islamists, based in 
part on a realization that these groups were now thoroughly part 
of the political mainstream in many countries. In 2010, the U.S. 
National Security Council began work on a Presidential Study 
Directive focused on the question of what a push for genuine politi- 
cal reform in the Middle East would look like—including the nor- 
malization of Islamists as political actors. The immediate challenge 
after the revolutions of 2011 was therefore not one of figuring out 
how to countenance the basic idea of increased engagement with 
Islamists—Obama administration officials had already come around 
on that issue a couple of years prior to the uprisings—but rather the 
question of how, in practice, to implement a new engagement policy 
and to identify an appropriate set of issues around which to build a 
new outreach strategy. 

‘The very particular geography of Arab transition made things tough 
in this regard. In Egypt, the United States had had very little in the 
way of meaningful contact with the Muslim Brotherhood for more 
than 15 years. In Tunisia, Ennahda had been so heavily suppressed by 
the Ben Ali regime that U.S. diplomats in that country never had any 
opportunity to get to know them. The same went for Libya, where 
Muammar Qaddafi had all but eliminated the Brotherhood as a force 
in society. In sum, the United States suddenly found itself needing 
to engage with Islamists in precisely the countries where it was least 
equipped to do so. 
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The most straightforward way to characterize U.S. policy on Islamists 
after the Arab uprisings is to say that Washington decided not to have 
a specific and separate Islamist policy. There was a recognition within 
the administration that the motivation and agenda of Islamists varied 
considerably from country to country and that it was impossible—and 
unhelpful—to treat all such movements and parties in the same fash- 
ion. Having a policy toward Islamism, understood as a broad ideologi- 
cal tradition, seemed unwise since U.S. policy is generally calibrated in 
terms of American interests in specific countries. In much the same way 
that the United States does not have a policy toward parties of the cen- 
ter right, or green parties, it made little sense to have a specific policy 
toward Islamism writ large. 

As is clear from speeches given by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and 
Obama himself in the weeks and months following the Arab uprisings, the 
United States sought to make clear that it wished to treat Islamists as noth- 
ing more than one among many new political actors shaping the future of 
Arab politics. It signaled areas of ongoing concern, however, by clarifying 
that it was willing to work with all groups that renounce violence and 
support the full and equal rights of all citizens, including women and 
minorities. Privately, the United States also placed great emphasis on the 
expectation that the Muslim Brotherhood would maintain its peace agree- 
ment with Israel as a precondition for ongoing diplomatic cooperation. 

When it came to the practicalities of engaging Islamists in 2011, 
some cases were easier than others. Within a couple months of Ben 
Ali’s ouster in Tunisia, for example, senior Ennahda leaders were vis- 
iting Washington and securing relatively high-level meetings at the 
State Department. In Egypt, however, the magnitude of the sensitivi- 
ties around the Muslim Brotherhood made things far more difficult. 
One of the more complicated challenges here was actually a function of 
American domestic politics. Many members of the U.S. Congress per- 
ceived the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood as not dissimilar to Hamas. 
Several prominent legislators raised questions about the administra- 
tion’s intentions vis-a-vis the Brotherhood, with a few arguing that U.S. 
economic assistance to Egypt should be curtailed if Islamists came to 
power. In addition to managing these home-front challenges, American 
diplomats also had to race to keep up with a rapidly evolving political 
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situation in Egypt. As a firm reminder that engagement is in fact a 
two-way process, the Muslim Brotherhood was initially rather wary of 
meeting with—or officially acknowledging any meetings with—the 
U.S. government for fear of appearing too hasty and willing to do busi- 
ness with a country it had criticized harshly for decades. Once it was 
confident of its political dominance in Egypt toward the end of 2011, 
however, the Brotherhood was only too happy to play up Washington's 
apparent embrace. 


NORMALIZING ISLAMISTS 


Arguably, the real test of U.S. policy toward the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood did not come until Mohamed Morsi assumed the presi- 
dency in the summer of 2012. Up until that point, with the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) still running the country, 
Washington felt confident that its long-standing and trusted ally, the 
Egyptian military, would serve as an ultimate guarantor of stability 
regardless of whether Islamists were winning elections. Once the SCAF 
was relieved of power in August 2012, however, Washington braced 
itself for the worst. And it was alarmed by some early signs: Morsi’s 
first international trip would include China and Iran, raising fears in 
Washington that the Brotherhood planned to reorient Egypt’s geostra- 
tegic alignment away from the West. 

The United States found itself pleasantly surprised, therefore, when 
Morsi went on to offer a quite strident critique of Tehran’s role in 
exacerbating Syrian violence. Then, in the autumn of 2012, when vio- 
lence flared up in the Gaza Strip, Morsi played an instrumental role in 
brokering Washington’s much-hoped-for ceasefire. This willingness to 
help advance U.S. agendas in the region, coupled with the fact that the 
Egyptian government maintained most other key aspects of security 
cooperation with the United States, apparently convinced the White 
House that the Muslim Brotherhood could be relied upon as a partner. 
Indeed, it seems that the United States more or less reverted quite quickly 
to a variant of its Egypt policy of the previous several decades: work with 
and support whoever is in power in Cairo so long as U.S. strategic inter- 
ests are protected. A corollary of this policy, of course, is the idea that 
Washington is expected to refrain from harsh criticism of what happens 
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in the Egyptian domestic realm. And indeed, the United States said 
and did relatively little about the various democracy and human rights 
abuses that occurred under both the SCAF and Morsi—not to mention 
during the tenure of current president Abdel Fattah al-Sissi. 

As Egyptian politics grew increasingly fraught and unstable in late 
2012 and 2013, Washington, DC, along with several other European 
governments, made various efforts to convince President Morsi to make 
concessions to the opposition to stave off growing popular discontent. 
Apparently confident that he had the situation under control and the 
security apparatus under his thumb, Morsi refused to alter course. 
When Defense Minister Abdel Fattah al-Sissi announced in July 2013 
that he had assumed control of the government—with Morsi under 
arrest—the United States expressed measured concern but stopped 
short of labeling the events a coup to avoid jeopardizing ongoing mili- 
tary aid and security cooperation. 


U.S. POLICY TOWARDS ISLAMISM AFTER THE 2013 COUP 


After the military coup of 2013 in Egypt, Washington faced a conun- 
drum. If it supported Sissi’s toppling of the country’s legitimately elected 
president, it would appear to be going back on its strong commitment 
in 2011 to take the cause of democracy seriously in the Arab world. 
When Egypt's security forces killed approximately 1,000 people pro- 
testing the coup outside Cairo’s Rabaa al-Adawiya mosque in August 
2013, we saw the violent tip of a longer spear designed to systematically 
eradicate the Muslim Brotherhood as a political actor and to recatego- 
rize the group’s identity and activities under the mantle of “terrorism.” 
Preoccupied by concerns with regional stability—sectarian civil war in 
Syria, increased violence in Libya and the Sinai, failing governance in 
Iraq, ongoing concerns about Iran’s nuclear ambitions—Washington 
largely acquiesced in this campaign against the Brotherhood. 

The question of the Muslim Brotherhood soon turned into the pivot 
point of a regional geopolitical divide, with countries supportive of 
Islamists (namely Turkey and Qatar) squaring off against a coalition 
of nations (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates) dedicated 
to suppressing the Muslim Brotherhood. The rise of the Islamic State 
complicated Washington's calculus vis-a-vis the Brotherhood. The 
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United States has been loath to do anything that might offend those 
countries—Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt—on 
whom it relies for countering the Islamic State and other extremist 
groups. 

What this means in practical terms is that since the summer of 2013, 
U.S. engagement with the Muslim Brotherhood has been all but impos- 
sible—certainly within Egypt itself. Several key Brotherhood leaders 
managed to leave Egypt before the height of the crackdown and to 
take up exile in countries such as Turkey, Qatar, the United Kingdom, 
Malaysia, and Sudan. Multiple and seemingly competing Muslim 
Brotherhood “external offices” have been established outside Egypt, 
with senior figures from different factions within the Brotherhood— 
such as former Minister of Planning and International Cooperation 
Amr Darrag and Deputy General Guide Ibrahim al-Munir—seeking 
to establish credentials and a power base among movement members 
still residing in Egypt. 

The Brotherhood also represents the dominant political force within 
the diasporic Egyptian Revolutionary Council (ERC), established in the 
wake of the 2013 coup. ERC members, who represent multiple political 
and ideological orientations, began shuttling between Western capitals 
to lobby against the new Sissi regime and, at least initially, to demand 
the reinstatement of the Morsi presidency. While there were doubts as 
to whether the ERC had any meaningful influence or support in Egypt, 
some of its leaders obtained meetings in cities such as Brussels and 
Washington, DC—often invoking the ire of local Egyptian diplomats 
and prompting angry recriminations from Cairo. In one particularly 
notorious incident from early 2015, a Muslim Brotherhood member of 
the ERC visiting Washington, DC, took a picture of himself making the 
four-fingered hand gesture that indicated solidarity with the victims of 
the Rabaa killings in a government meeting room in front of the State 
Department insignia. This photo was widely disseminated on social 
media and generated a strong backlash from the Egyptian government, 
which accused the United States of engaging with a terrorist group. 

By the later part of 2015, there were indications that the ERC and 
other exiled Brotherhood figures had softened their demands and taken 
a more pragmatic measure of their circumstances. At the same time, 
however, internal politics within the Brotherhood were heating up, 
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with multiple figures representing various factions claiming to speak on 
behalf of the movement. Such fragmentation made the U.S. policy cal- 
culus even more complex, since it was no longer clear whom the United 
States should meet with even if it were willing and able to engage with 
the Brotherhood. 

Discussion of the Muslim Brotherhood in certain Western capitals since 
2013 has taken on a broader significance. In 2014, the UK government 
announced that it would be undertaking a review of the Brotherhood 
with a specific focus on the question of whether the movement could be 
linked to terrorism. This announcement immediately stirred controversy, 
not least of all because it was widely rumored that London had been 
strongly encouraged to undertake the review by governments in the Gulf 
with major UK arms procurement contracts pending—especially the 
United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. The UK Muslim Brotherhood 
review dragged on into 2015. On multiple occasions it seemed that the 
British government was on the verge of publicly releasing some of its 
findings, only for such disclosures to be deferred amid ongoing diplo- 
matic and domestic sensitivities. Perhaps as a sign of frustration with 
apparent UK prevarication, the Emirati government in late 2014 issued a 
new list of terrorist groups that contained the names of multiple UK- and 
U\S.-based organizations, such as Islamic Relief Worldwide, the Council 
on American-Islamic Relations, and the Cordoba Foundation, widely 
viewed as mainstream—prompting the United States to indicate that it 
did not concur with the Emirati assessments. 

Finally, in late 2015, the British government released a summary of 
the key findings from its review. It stopped short of designating the 
Brotherhood a terrorist organization, although it did find evidence that 
figures in some of the Brotherhood’s transnational networks had likely 
been involved in fundraising and other forms of material support to 
groups such as Hamas. Separately, in early 2016, the UK Parliament 
initiated a formal inquiry regarding the status of the Brotherhood in 
British foreign policy, based in part on concerns about the motiva- 
tions and approaches surrounding the government’s previous Muslim 
Brotherhood review. 

Since 2014, the U.S. government, at least prior to the election of 
Donald Trump, said little about the Muslim Brotherhood except 
to indicate, when asked, that it does not view the group as a terrorist 
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organization—despite repeated entreaties from Cairo to designate the 
Brotherhood as such. After the State Department photograph incident 
referenced earlier, the U.S. government stopped meeting with represen- 
tatives of the ERC or the Muslim Brotherhood in Washington, DC. 
In what appeared to be a convergence between the political right and 
Egyptian government lobbying, several members of the U.S. Congress in 
late 2015 introduced legislation in both houses designed to force the State 
Department to issue a finding on whether the Brotherhood merited des- 
ignation as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO). While the legislation 
was approved in committee on a party line vote, it did not come up for a 
full vote before the congressional session expired. After Donald Trump’s 
victory in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, some of his advisors began 
to suggest that designation of the Brotherhood would be a priority for 
the new administration. In January 2017 the previous legislation was re- 
introduced in congress, while the White House appeared to be consider- 
ing moving forward with its own executive action on the issue. 


NONVIOLENT ISLAMISM IN THE CONTEXT OF ISLAMIC STATE 


Since 2014, the Muslim Brotherhood along with various democracy and 
human rights advocates have—with good reason—been urging the United 
States to raise concerns with the Egyptian authorities regarding the judicial 
process and the treatment of Brotherhood detainees. While there are signs 
that Cairo has been responsive to lobbying on very specific and isolated 
cases, there has been no broader shift in tack as a result of this pressure. 
There is, however, another vantage point from which to view the ques- 
tion of nonviolent political Islam in the present regional context—and 
one that would perhaps allow discussion of the Muslim Brotherhood to 
proceed under a different heading. This requires backing out from the 
domestic context of Egypt or any other single country, such as Jordan, 
where governments have restricted the activities of nonviolent Islamists, 
and to examine the question in its broader regional context. With the 
rise of the Islamic State since 2014 and the adoption by certain govern- 
ments of a narrative in which Islamism of any kind is tantamount to 
terrorism, religiously inspired political activism has lacked any meaning- 
ful channel of expression. This state of affairs has, in effect, handed to 
the Islamic State and al-Qaeda a monopoly on Islamist politics. Young 


ISLAMISM AND U.S. FOREIGN POLICY 215 


people in Egypt and elsewhere who understand their political commit- 
ments in Islamic terms are faced with a stark binary choice: silence or 
militancy. 

In the short to medium term, then, it may be possible to open up a 
new kind of conversation about nonviolent Islamists with key regional 
governments by framing it as part of a broader discussion of regional 
security and the effort to defeat the Islamic State. It is unlikely that 
the Egyptian authorities would welcome the Muslim Brotherhood back 
into the political fold anytime soon, but that is not necessarily required. 
If encouraged to open up a little more political space—a message prob- 
ably most effectively delivered by the likes of Riyadh or Abu Dhabi— 
the Egyptian government may shift or at least render more complex the 
decision calculus of frustrated and disenfranchised citizens starting to 
consider the extremist option. 


LOOKING AHEAD 


As with so many aspects of its Middle East policy today, the United 
States finds itself mired in contradictions when it comes to political 
Islam. On the one hand, engagement with the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt seems utterly out of the question, while on the other, Washington 
enjoys fairly normal relations with similar Islamist groups and parties 
in countries such as Tunisia, Morocco, and Kuwait. Viewed in another 
way, this apparent schizophrenia is actually evidence of a certain level 
of policy consistency: the idea that the United States approaches its 
engagement with such groups based on its country-specific interests 
and prevailing political circumstances. Seen in this light, it is not at 
all strange that the United States should be comfortable doing busi- 
ness with Islamists in countries where they are a normalized part of the 
political landscape and where doing so does not jeopardize U.S. interests. 

While the political setbacks suffered by Islamists in 2013 and 2014 
may provide the United States with a temporary reprieve from the chal- 
lenge of dealing with mainstream Islamists in the hard case of Egypt, 
this is clearly an issue that Washington will ultimately have to con- 
front. The Egyptian security apparatus cannot eradicate the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a force in society, and it is likely that at some point the 
government in Cairo will have to renegotiate the return of Islamists to 
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public life (as they did in the 1970s). Even after the coup of 2013, opin- 
ion polls conducted by the Pew Research Center seem to suggest that 
the Muslim Brotherhood is still viewed favorably by a significant por- 
tion of the Egyptian public.’ Although it is clear that many Islamists 
have yet to embrace a full conception of political pluralism, they are 
hardly distinctive in that regard when one looks at other countries in 
the region that enjoy strong support from the United States. 

Two apparent trends seem likely to make this an even more pointed 
and challenging question in the years ahead. First, the ongoing frag- 
mentation and factionalization within the Egyptian Brotherhood 
holds some real risk of seeing some elements adopt a more directly 
confrontational and potentially even violent orientation. At the 
same time, Islamists elsewhere in the region—such as in Tunisia and 
Jordan—seem to be going in the other direction as they increas- 
ingly accommodate themselves to formally secular political systems 
or circumstances in which their political agency is severely circum- 
scribed. In 2016, Ennahda member of parliament Saida Ounissi (in 
an earlier version of her chapter in this volume) and then Ennahda 
leader Rached Ghannouchi went so far as to question whether the 
label “Islamist” was even an appropriate way to describe the platform 
and agenda of parties such as their own. Amr Darrag of the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood has also sought to initiate a debate within the 
organization about the appropriate relationship between religious and 
partisan activities, arguing that these two realms should be separate 
and that Brotherhood members should be free to start, join, or vote 
for multiple political parties. 

While it is clear that the ongoing struggle in the region to define 
the meaning and nature of Islamism—or to transcend the standard 
model of political Islam altogether—will continue to complicate U.S. 
policy calculations in the years ahead, the crux of the matter still comes 
down to certain fundamental questions that Washington has already 
begun to broach. In a speech given by then Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton in 2011, the United States openly recognized that it would be 
impossible to have enduring stability and security in the Arab world 
in the absence of democracy. Of course, it remains to be seen whether 
this kind of thinking has any place in the foreign policy discourse of 
Donald Trump, with early signs suggesting otherwise. Ultimately, U.S. 
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policy toward Islamism must be a function of a broader strategic insight 
regarding the necessary democratic foundations of regional security. 
The coming of genuine democracy to the Middle East will necessarily 
involve the participation of Islamists. The United States does not have 
to support their policies or values, but it does, for the sake of long-term 
stability, need to pay careful attention to the quality of the political 
processes that bring them to—and remove them from—power. 


E 


Politics or Piety? Why the Muslim Brotherhood 
Engages in Social Service Provision 


Amr Darrag, Freedom and Justice Party Leader, 
in Conversation with Steven Brooke 


AMR DARRAG 


Steven Brooke, in chapter 1, provides an informative and well-researched 
overview of the current Egyptian regime crackdown on social service 
and educational organizations perceived as affiliated with, or in a posi- 
tion to raise the profile of, the Muslim Brotherhood. His examination 
seems intended to explore three distinct questions: first, whether the 
social movement (haraka) or the political party (hizb) is to be privileged 
by the Brotherhood in the future; second, whether the appeal of the 
Brotherhood’s approach will diminish in favor of the Salafist-jihadist 
model; and a third, albeit related, question of whether the crackdown 
on the movemenr’s social service networks will increase the potential 
for violence. 

I concur with the factual elements of Brooke’s account and I agree 
with him that this lens provides a unique and much-needed frame- 
work through which to consider these important questions. Yes, 
the closure of space for social services—when coupled with the clo- 
sure of so many other avenues of life in Egypt—could possibly lead 
to extremism on the part of some. Yes, I too hear many murmurs 
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among younger Egyptians about the appeal of a confrontational, 
radical approach, and again, yes, we need to think more seriously 
about the relationship between a revivalist religious and social 
movement that is the Brotherhood and the question of politi- 
cal participation in a nonrepressive, truly representative political 
environment. 

And whereas I do not disagree with the specific representations 
in the chapter, I disagree with some of the overall framing. In effect, 
Brooke conveys the sense that individuals choose an ideological 
stance and a course of action largely because of extrinsic, rather than 
intrinsic, factors. In other words, the author seems to argue that how 
individuals behave in the face of regime repression stems more from 
the avenues the regime leaves open rather than their own assessment 
of right and wrong. Furthermore, the author appears to posit that 
the primary motive for the Brotherhood’s provision of social and 
educational services is also extrinsic. Brooke does acknowledge that 
“services were provided continuously and without the discrimina- 
tion, ideological litmus tests, or checks on political allegiance that 
we might expect to see if they were operated by a typical political 
machine.” Elsewhere, though, he makes a fairly large logical leap to 
suggest that this is because “the Brotherhood overwhelmingly viewed 
social services as would a political party, in the sense that they were a 
way to reach out to and mobilize voters.” The author also cites the 
Brotherhood’s long history of registering its social service and educa- 
tional institutions with various governmental bodies as support for 
the contention that the Brotherhood deliberately operated within 
regime rules. 


Service, Belonging, and Polity 


This narrative represents one of the most important areas of contention 
between members of Islamic movements and those who study them, 
and if readers are to understand Islamic movements, they must bear 
the following in mind. The Brotherhood is fundamentally an Islamic 
social movement, not just a political one, and it teaches its members to 
view the value of service, first and foremost, through a religious lens. 
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Service builds character. Service is a form of charity that is obligatory on 
those who can provide it and is diminished by reward, praise, or other 
forms of recognition. Finally, and this is an aspect central to founder 
Hassan al-Banna’s message and is a defining feature of the contempo- 
rary Muslim Brotherhood: Service to compatriots is an act of building 
our country and serving our people. Service reinforces the notion that 
these unrepresentative, corrupt, authoritarian, nepotistic regimes are 
but a transient, unnatural imposition on the fabric of society rather 
than having any permanence. 

Furthermore, Islamic movements like the Brotherhood are inter- 
ested in preserving structures like the nation-state. Some Salafi and 
many jihadist groups (not my preferred terminology) do not share this 
perspective. They do not see the people of their countries as their peo- 
ple. They are quick to engage in the ultimate act of delegitimization 
(takfir). They do not see current nation-states as their countries and 
hence it’s easy for them to decide to dismantle what is already there and 
set up what they envision as parallel countries. They decry and belittle 
the Brotherhood’s recognition of the nation-state, and they claim to 
seek what they believe to be the only legitimate form of community in 
Islam—a transnational caliphate. The Muslim Brotherhood and others 
hold the view that Islam respects and encourages ever-widening circles 
of allegiance, attachment, and belonging. The smallest of those units 
is the family, toward which one has clear obligations, and the largest 
of those is humanity as a whole, passing through smaller units such as 
neighborhoods, clans, and tribes if applicable, then communities and 
nations, and then the transnational. 

The fundamental basis for this progressive unity is not religious 
or ideological, but rather geographic. Support for this position exists 
throughout the trajectory of Muslim theology, history, and political 
thought, starting with the personal and societal emphasis on obli- 
gations to neighbors (irrespective of their faith). These obligations 
are then expanded through the Constitution of Medina (establishing 
mutually beneficial relations between Prophet Mohamed—peace be 
upon him—and the original inhabitants of Medina), and then we see 
contemporary articulations of citizenship, which are quite compat- 
ible with the Constitution of Medina (e.g. from religious thinkers 
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like Ennahda’s Rached Ghannouchi,” Essam Teleema of al-Azhar, 
and others).? 

The caliphate in Banna’s conception can exist because cohesion exists 
across far smaller units not independent of, or irrelevant to, it. Banna’s 
articulation of his understanding of the caliphate was very brief. He pos- 
its that the caliphate is the articulation of broad-based unity and affirms 
that the Muslim Brotherhood seeks to re-establish a caliphate. But he also 
asserts that there are many prerequisite steps before a caliphate can begin 
to be a realistic notion, such as cultural, economic, and social integra- 
tion, as well as the evolution of treaties that define and enshrine mutual 
cooperation leading to an entity resembling a Muslim league of nations 
(the model of the European Union is probably closest to this concept). 
Throughout its history, the Muslim Brotherhood has supported the pro- 
gressive unity mentioned earlier and avenues for greater cooperation 
among all nations, according to principles of mutual respect. 

‘There is, of course, much hand-wringing over the idea of the caliph- 
ate from some Western politicians and writers who cast it as a byword 
for everything that is to be feared about Islam and Muslims. Some 
concerns are credible and require further examination, for example reli- 
gious freedoms and equality, while some other concerns are merely an 
extension of viewing Muslims as an exotic “other.” We should ask why 
“states” desiring a “more perfect union” or European countries working 
toward “an ever greater union” are seen as both natural and laudable, 
but Muslim nations working toward the same are viewed with suspi- 
cion, requiring endless justification. 


Service, Utility, and Violence 


The inability of many analysts to understand a spiritual, faith-based 
motivation for the choices Islamists make, individually and collec- 
tively, represents a barrier to understanding the nature of “political 
Islam.” The narrative of service provision as a pathway to power cannot 
explain the resilience of social service provision over decades of repres- 
sion and restriction. From 1977, when the Islamic Medical Association 
was founded, to the eve of the January 25, 2011 revolution, there was 
never a point in Egypt where it was even remotely conceivable that 
Islamists would gain a sliver of political power, let alone a fair measure 
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of it. Furthermore, in the context of the authoritarian nature of Egypt’s 
governments, any such “gains” were always at the mercy of arbitrary 
repression by the regime. The regime was willing to, and did, impede 
service delivery by the Muslim Brotherhood throughout the 1980s, 
1990s, and 2000s, and at no point during this period was a path to 
political liberalization becoming clearer as a result of the Brotherhood’s 
engagement with society. 

The passage of time perhaps obscures the fact that the regime was 
intent on crippling the Brotherhood through any number of mea- 
sures. Brotherhood members were subjected to military trials, youth 
members were routinely apprehended, torture regularly employed, and 
all means of public participation progressively closed through the so- 
called siyasat tagfeef al-manabe (roughly translated as the policy of dry- 
ing out resources and avenues of activity). A key difference between 
the Mubarak and Sissi regimes is that the former feared international 
opprobrium while the latter believes, and for very good reason, that the 
international community, specifically the United States, will acquiese 
to, or even support, massive repression. Yet under President Anwar al- 
Sadat and then Mubarak, service provision continued, expanded, and 
became entrenched. I fully realize that many analysts and readers have 
difficulty abandoning utility-based interpretations in favor of intrinsic, 
faith-based motivations, and this is a barrier that should be explicitly 
acknowledged. And it is because of this—because many of our actions 
are not the most expedient or the most utilitarian, but rather are princi- 
pled and faith-based—that the movement continues to have adherents. 
And it is also precisely for this reason that violent, radical approaches 
will continue to have limited appeal among Brotherhood members 
and supporters. (In other words, it is very unlikely that those faith- 
fully committed to serving their societies, irrespective of differences in 
faith or political trends, could turn to destroying those same societies 
through engaging in violence or terrorism.) 

To be a bit more thorough, let me further contextualize utility-based 
interpretations of the Muslim Brotherhood’s behavior. There is no 
doubt that Muslims are obligated to think, to reflect, and to employ 
the best means to bringing about their desired ends. Accordingly, indi- 
vidual and group actions are not irrational or detached from consider- 
ations like the likelihood of success. However, it is the framework for 


AMR DARRAG 223 


understanding “rational” choices that seems to be misunderstood. For 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the primary drivers are moral and religious. 
The ends are multilayered. Service delivery in the form of food aid, 
accessible education, or healthcare serves multiple objectives: It helps 
people in need; it brings with it a spiritual return for the individuals 
involved in providing assistance; and it improves society. If the result of 
Brotherhood-led service provision is that the regime is pushed to engage 
in further service delivery and improves its responsiveness to people’s 
needs, then this is a success. If such improvements are sustained and 
institutionalized, this is a further success, and so on. If service provision 
fails to improve our popularity, this does not lead to a “reassessment” of 
the utility of service provision as a primary, core mission of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 

The Brotherhood’s reach in the mid-1940s in terms of social service 
provision and popularity was impressive. The repression that followed in 
the 1950s and 1960s occurred with a fair measure of popular support for 
the regime of Gamal Abdul Nasser. A completely utilitarian approach 
would have led to the conclusion that service provision is an unreliable 
means of securing popular support. The Brotherhood did vot reach that 
conclusion, and this was deliberate. Indeed, other groups came to pre- 
cisely that conclusion starting in the 1950s and continuing to the present 
day. The chasm between the Muslim Brotherhood and these other groups 
is the Brotherhood’s privileging of faith over utility while not discount- 
ing the latter, where other groups, such as the Islamic State, privilege 
utility over morality and faith while occasionally discounting the latter 
in the name of the former. 

Hence, while Steven Brooke’s analysis is excellent and insightful and 
does add an important dimension to the conversation, it does not truly 
reflect the mind of Islamists such as myself and others I know. Yes, ser- 
vice is a form of outreach and a way for people to know the movement. 
But no, being shut out of the space of service provision does not, in and 
of itself, lead people to strike a path to violence or to question funda- 
mental tenets of their mission and identity. There will be exceptions, 
of course, but the norm will not be that. The fact that some individu- 
als will feel that there is no avenue before them other than violence is 
a reflection on the failure of repressive regimes and the international 
reaction to them, rather than a reflection on the success or lack thereof 
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of our own philosophy. So, while the use of violence is an important 
phenomenon to study and reflect on, and while it may incur a very high 
cost to society, what needs to be examined—and what is more relevant 
to understanding violence—is why the international community sup- 
ports and normalizes repressive, authoritarian regimes when the evident 
result is the radicalization of their citizens. 

But beyond this question of violence from within the ranks of 
Islamists, a more concerning outcome of the regime’s appropriation of 
social and educational services is the one outlined by the author in his 
conclusions: As this nepotistic, corrupt regime that has little concern 
for individuals’ welfare destroys the last remaining means of helping 
Egyptians preserve a measure of dignity, the prospect for widespread 
social action becomes more real. For example, labor disruptions have 
intensified since the military coup.* The full effect on the poor of the 
abrupt cessation of subsidies in the context of financial corruption and 
the lack of a social safety net has not yet been felt (and a major desta- 
bilizing effect is yet to be seen following recent agreements with the 
International Monetary Fund, coupled with unprecedented inflation 
and the complete failure of the military regime to achieve any successes 
in the economy). In short, the factors that can often lead to widespread 
disruption and protest are increasing rather than decreasing. 


Moving Forward 


The aforementioned emphasis on the centrality of service to the world- 
view of Islamists is not an attempt to absolve the Muslim Brotherhood 
from errors over the past five years. It is important in this context to 
highlight the fact that the Brotherhood is currently conducting an 
extensive review of its practices, particularly over the last six years since 
the January 25 revolution. This review extends to long-term strategy 
and the overall conceptualization of the nature of the struggle between 
civilians and military rule. One of the key elements under review is the 
relationship between the Brotherhood, as a religious and social move- 
ment, and the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP)—or any other future 
Islamist political parties for that matter.’ Since the establishment of the 
FJP, the intention was to establish a clear line of separation between the 
two entities. In reality, that separation may not have been completed 
as intended. 
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As some have pointed out, the FJP leveraged the goodwill that 
the Brotherhood had established and drew on the movement’s social 
credit to gain legitimacy with voters. In retrospect, I believe that this 
was a mistake, caused more by the unusual circumstances that Egypt 
faced, rather than as a result of a deliberate strategy. Prior to 2011, few 
Egyptians anticipated that the day would come when their fellow citi- 
zens would finally take to the street to bring Mubarak down. The lever- 
aging of the Muslim Brotherhood’s goodwill occurred because it was 
the Brotherhood, not the FJP, that was party to the events of January 
and February 2011, simply because the latter did not exist then. To 
Egyptians, it was the Muslim Brotherhood, and not the FJP, that made 
sacrifices for Egypt. And so, perhaps as a reflexive reaction to the ques- 
tion “why should voters trust your stewardship of the economy, the 
government, and so on,” the FJP leveraged the Brotherhood’s goodwill 
and popularity. I say this not to justify the overlap, but rather in the 
course of trying to critically examine the practices of the past. 

Conversely, the Brotherhood was unable to completely let go of 
the FJP, although the relationship evolved considerably over time. I 
can say that the majority opinion within the Brotherhood today is to 
totally disengage the movement from any partisan competitive work 
when the space for political and social activity is restored. We believe 
there is a need for a truly independent political party (or parties) with 
strong grounding in an Islamic worldview that seeks to translate that 
worldview into a living reality. That party will have to elaborate its 
own platforms and positions; it will develop its own talents and cad- 
res; and it will be free to assume a principled but pragmatic approach 
to politics. There is also a need for some Islamists to engage in new 
political parties together with non-Islamists, where more inclusive 
platforms are established; to develop programs that would mobilize 
wider spectra of Egyptians from different backgrounds to address the 
chronic problems facing Egypt, particularly during any transitional 
period after the end of the era of military rule. We also believe that 
there is an ongoing need for an effort aimed at broad-based religious, 
societal reform. If the Islamic movement as a whole is successful in 
understanding and implementing both religious and political efforts 
separately, then there would be no pressing need to connect social 
work to any political agenda. 
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One final point: We now understand the actions of the current 
regime in a somewhat different light from a simple regime versus 
opposition binary, with the Brotherhood represented in the latter. We 
believe that the battle currently taking place in Egypt is one of a mili- 
tarized, centralized authoritarian vision of Egypt, borne of the legacy 
of Mohamed Ali (d. 1805), which conceptualized Egypt essentially as 
a garrison to serve the army. The military establishment, as it is con- 
figured today, continues to prioritize the interests of the military over 
the interests of the nation and its citizens. There is a sardonic reflec- 
tion, common among many Egyptians, on this relationship between 
the army and the nation, to the effect that while other countries have 
armies that serve them, our army has a country that serves it. As long 
as this relationship persists, the Egyptian citizen will always be alien- 
ated from the so-called Egyptian state, at least as it is articulated by 
army-aligned nationalist politicians and “thinkers.” And so today we 
are thinking about how to rebuild Egypt in a way that incorporates 
effective local governance and the empowerment of civil society with 
better national decision making. This transition will undoubtedly be 
challenging since Egyptians have a long-standing tradition of central- 
ized authority. Nevertheless, this tradition has been under consider- 
able stress for the past 50 years due to the ineffectiveness of the state, 
largely due to rampant corruption and poor administration. A closer 
examination of mechanisms for conflict resolution and the structure of 
the informal and microeconomy—and, importantly, an emphasis on 
decentralization and local authority—may yield valuable lessons for 
reconfiguring Egyptian governance. 


STEVEN BROOKE RESPONDS 


In his response to my chapter for Rethinking Political Islam, Freedom 
and Justice Party leader Amr Darrag raises a number of notewor- 
thy issues. I will have to think more deeply about these points, 
but at the moment it might be useful to elaborate on two things 
in particular: first, what I see as the precise connection between 
the Brotherhood’s social service provision and its political support, 
and second, the dynamics of societal radicalization and violence in 
today’s Middle East. 


AMR DARRAG 227 


As Darrag rightly notes, social service provision serves as a way for 
members to express their own intrinsic commitment to their religion 
and movement, to serve others, and to provide a practical example 
of Islam’s relevance to daily life. In my own research, those involved 
in the Brotherhood’s social services speak passionately about their 
personal and religious commitment to their work. But social service 
provision also has a more instrumental side: building, over time, a 
mass of popular support for the organization’s ideas and goals, which 
can then be transformed—gradually—into broader social and politi- 
cal change. 

As a researcher, I am particularly interested in going beyond intuitive 
but vague statements about how social services won the Brotherhood 
supporters and identifying more precisely the mechanisms behind this 
process, particularly during the authoritarian rule of Hosni Mubarak. 
One common answer is that the Brotherhood—like political parties 
everywhere—used its social services as a type of clientelism. But Darrag 
is right that this type of thinking was anathema to those involved in 
the effort, and the evidence strongly supports his contention. And as 
I wrote in my original working paper, there was no evidence of the 
discrimination, ideological litmus tests, or linkage of services to voting 
behavior that we might expect to find were these operations focused 
baldly on winning elections.° Of the millions of Egyptians who inter- 
acted with and benefited from the Brotherhood’s services, some would 
go on to become supporters of the group, and some would even vote 
for the Brotherhood’s candidates because of it. But others would use 
the services while remaining staunch Brotherhood opponents. 

This leads to a somewhat paradoxical conclusion: if the Brotherhood 
were using their social services simply to buy electoral support—as 
their critics frequently charged—then they would have become indis- 
tinguishable from the myriad other parties in Egypt that do precisely 
this. Historically, I would argue that the Brotherhood’s social ser- 
vices were effective at generating social and political support precisely 
because they were depoliticized, regular, and not linked to the electoral 
calendar. The group provided high-quality and compassionate care and, 
in effect, let the work speak for itself. But we need to distinguish, at 
least to some extent, between the organization’s social service provision 
pre- and post-2011. 


228 ENGAGING ISLAMISTS 


In light of this, Darrag’s critique of some of the Brotherhood’s behav- 
ior in the post-Mubarak period, that “the FJP leveraged the goodwill 
that the Brotherhood had established and drew on the movement’s social 
credit to acquire legitimacy with voters,” is a key insight. I think that 
allowing this overlap to occur—which, as Darrag notes, was as much a 
product of particular circumstances as a considered strategy—reduced, 
at least in the popular imagination, the Brotherhood’s social service 
activism to a simple electoral logic. And I think this misstep actually 
underscores the success of the Brotherhood’s prior depoliticized, soci- 
ety-focused approach as opposed to an electoral, state-focused one. I 
find it interesting that both Darrag and Brotherhood youth activist 
Ammar Fayed’s contributions to this volume discuss a growing consen- 
sus that, in the future, the Brotherhood must erect a firewall between 
the political and social sides of the organization. It will be fascinating 
to watch this debate play out theoretically and practically across the 
Middle East over the next few years. 

One of the benefits of Rethinking Political Islam is to identify how, 
as the organizers of the project put it, “the subsequent ‘twin shocks’ of 
the coup in Egypt and the emergence of the Islamic State are forcing a 
rethinking of some of the basic assumptions of, and about, Islamist move- 
ments.”” A key question—if not the key question—is how these events 
should prompt us to reconsider the relationship between Islamist groups 
and violence. As Marc Lynch has written, many of the conclusions we 
had reached about Islamists and violence prior to the Arab Spring rest 
on factors and mechanisms that have since changed dramatically: 


The Brotherhood as examined and studied in this literature over the 
past several decades no longer really exists. The core characteristics 
that defined the Brotherhood’s internal organization and strategic 
environment, and which guided political science research about it, 
no longer operate.® 


I have no special insight into the current—let alone the future—trajec- 
tory of the Brotherhood in regards to violence. I am skeptical that the 
Brotherhood will up and abandon the gradualist approach that made 
it so successful for so long, but I cannot rule it out. State repression 
under Gamal Abdul Nasser radicalized and ultimately fractured the 
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Brotherhood, and the efforts of Egypts new military rulers against the 
Brotherhood are at least equal to Nasser’s predations. But even after 
the Rabaa massacre, which Human Rights Watch called “killings ... 
on a scale unprecedented in Egypt,” the Muslim Brotherhood largely 
defied expectations of violent radicalization and, as the political sociol- 
ogist Neil Ketchley argues, “successfully consolidated their organization 
to wage a national campaign of non-violent protest.” '° 

But I also think a more productive avenue of inquiry in light of 
recent, and rapid, developments in the region is to ask: “How attrac- 
tive is the Brotherhood as a model for organized religious activism?” 
Before the Arab uprisings, and during the flurry of electoral competi- 
tion that briefly followed, the Brotherhood dominated the news, and 
the headlines often spoke of their political successes. But today I am 
unsure what being a member of the Brotherhood in Egypt might offer 
a young Muslim. One cannot get involved in politics, protest, or even 
organize in civil society without incurring significant risks to life and 
limb. In these conditions, many will simply become apolitical. Others 
may find violence—what Brotherhood youth activist Ammar Fayed 
calls the “dominant political language” of the region today—a more 
attractive outlet. 

More generally, Darrag’s essay helpfully reminds us that many of 
the processes we discuss—such as engaging in service provision, the 
relationship between social and political change, or sorting out gradual 
versus revolutionary activism—occur among individuals with strong 
beliefs about what is right and wrong. So while seeking to account for 
the movements, regimes, and international alliances that are currently 
reshaping the Middle East, we should not lose sight of individuals’ per- 
sonal and often deeply felt commitments. This is why, as our research 
techniques evolve to provide deeper understandings of political Islam, 
we should always be ready to sit down and seriously listen to what 
Islamists themselves have to say. 
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Ennahda from Within: Islamists 
or “Muslim Democrats”? 


Sayida Ounissi, Ennahda Member of the Tunisian Parliament, 
in Conversation with Monica Marks 


SAYIDA OUNISSI 


Editor’ Note: A version of this chapter was originally published on the 
website of the Brookings Institution in March 2016, before Ennahda 
leader Rached Ghannouchis May announcement separating partisan 
activities from religious outreach and rebranding the party as “Muslim 
democratic.” 


As an Ennahda member of parliament in Tunisia, I've always been inter- 
ested in how we're portrayed both by the academics who study us and by 
the media. I’ve often felt a strong discrepancy between what we would read 
about ourselves, as an Islamist party, and who and what we actually are. 

In this piece, I would like to address some of the issues raised by 
Monica Marks, Avi Spiegel, and Steven Brooke in their contributions to 
Rethinking Political Islam. First is the very identity of Ennahda and why 
it is important to further discuss the supposed Muslim Brotherhood 
paternity of our movement. Second, I focus on what the failure of the 
“legalist” approach means for the next generation of Egypt’s Muslim 
Brotherhood and its consequences for the rest of the Arab world. This 
also offers an occasion to reinterpret the real impact of the Egyptian 
coup of July 3, 2013 on the Tunisian transition. Third, the last section 
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rethinks how we label a party like Ennahda and asks whether “Muslim 
democrat” might be a more accurate description of the party’s orienta- 
tion, rather than the traditional designation of “Islamist.” 


Ennahda: The Tunisian Muslim Brotherhood or Bourguiba's 
Illegitimate Child? 


I think it is time to recognize that the traditional approach that links all 
contemporary Islamic value-based parties to the Muslim Brotherhood 
as a sort of “parent company” has reached its limits, especially in light 
of recent decisions taken by these parties. The founding context of 
Ennahda is more complex than a tentative importation of Hassan 
al-Banna’s ideology into Tunisia by Rached Ghannouchi. The very 
nationally grounded trajectory of the founders of the Islamic Tendency 
Movement (which later became Ennahda) says a lot about the charac- 
teristics of the Tunisian Islamic movement. 

Much can be gleaned in this regard by examining the intellectual and 
religious origins of Tunisia’s Islamic movement. For instance, the two main 
founders of Ennahda, Abdelfattah Mourou and Rached Ghannouchi, 
were both graduates of Zaytouna University, the first Islamic university in 
the Arab world. Founded in 737, it gained a reputation for being respon- 
sive to the changing needs of society. Understanding this is significant, 
as Abdelfattah Mourou’s spiritual father is Sheikh Hmed Ben Miled, a 
Zaytounite, rather than someone like Sayyid Qutb, as many may errone- 
ously assume. Ben Miled played a key role in Tunisia’s national libera- 
tion movement. He was heavily engaged in the struggle for the modern 
Tunisian state and a supporter of the state institutions that formed its 
bedrock. There is a famous picture of Miled with a group of scholars 
from Zaytouna in front of the parliamentary building taking part in leg- 
islative consultations during President Habib Bourguiba's regime. 

In the movement’s early years, Ennahda’s religious circles were ori- 
ented toward Sheikh Tahar Ben Achour’s teaching and legal judge- 
ments. A president of Zaytouna University and adherent of the Maliki 
school of jurisprudence, Ben Achour was one of the modern fathers of a 
more rationalist approach toward Quranic exegesis (tafsir) that empha- 
sized the importance of magasid al-sharia, in other words the objectives 
or ends, rather than the means, of Islamic law. An arch-enemy of the 
traditionalists, he was pushed out of the university in 1960. 
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Many Ennahda leaders, such as Rached Ghannouchi himself, also 
participated in the rehabilitation of the controversial scholar Tahar 
Haddad against traditionalist pushback to his ideas. Haddad wrote 
against the more conservative scholarly wings of Zaytouna in his book 
Women in Sharia and Society. He also held politically progressive posi- 
tions on trade unions and social welfare. These are just some of the 
figures who shaped a distinctly Tunisian progressive and rational- 
ist approach toward sacred texts, providing fertile ground for Habib 
Bourguiba to proceed with the modernization of state law, especially 
with regards to social and personal statutes. 

My aim here is not to deny the influence of thinkers whose ideas trav- 
eled beyond their borders, such as those of Hassan al-Banna, or of the 
supranational fora where Islamist parties gather, debate, and exchange 
ideas, but rather to note that the impact of such factors is not as deci- 
sive as one might think. That said, they were certainly important at the 
intellectual level, and the plethora of Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood 
publications were the main philosophical “food for thought” of the 
Tunisian movement, which subsequently reinterpreted that literature 
in the context of its own unique, local ideological environment. 

It is my belief that the “Grand Soir” of Islamist movements is more a 
post hoc construct rather than a real (and realizable) objective of political 
actors who have, in reality, showed much more pragmatism than originally 
prophesized. One could even go so far as to say that Ennahda’s founding 
generation were the illegitimate children of Bourguiba, insofar as they sub- 
scribed to the idea of a struggle for national independence, the necessity of 
a social renaissance, and the importance of modern governance tools. 

As Monica Marks notes in her chapter, Ennahda members consider 
themselves different from the Muslim Brotherhood at both the ideo- 
logical and political level. Despite this, after the 2011 revolution, there 
is still the tendency among a range of analysts to consider Ennahda 
as simply the Tunisian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. This has 
led to a misinterpretation of the path the party has taken since 2011. 
Furthermore, in Ennahda’s case, being able to experiment with more 
than four years of actual political governance has had more impact on 
its identity and political discourse than decades of underground activity. 

The approach and objective of integrating within the state is to 
secure the presence of the party not only as a legal, “normal” entity but 
also as a legitimate political force able to both develop public policies 
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and implement them. To change things from outside of the system has 
been an illusion that most political parties, Islamist or otherwise, no 
longer believe in. The process of ownership is long and necessary. As for 
Ennahda, this process began in 2011 with the party's legalization and 
its first experience in leading a coalition government with two secular 
Parties. 

Many Islamist parties (like in the case of Morocco’s Justice and 
Development Party, or PJD) are setting up a range of new activities and 
strategies, demonstrating the sort of long-term vision these organiza- 
tions want to develop, far from the unpredictable counter-reactions of 
a system in transition. 

During Brookings’ U.S.-Islamic World Forum in Doha in June 
2015, we had the opportunity to discuss and debate with other young 
Islamist activists from across the Middle East (Egypt, Morocco, 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Jordan), whether in power or in the 
opposition.’ It brought out the local nuances of positions and pro- 
posals in each country. Even if we arent always looking for examples 
to follow from outside our own national contexts, other models can 
be instructive as counterexamples and signposts to avoid pitfalls. But 
some of these experiences can also inspire. For example, Ennahda, the 
Turkish Justice and Development Party (AKP), and the Moroccan 
PJD have accumulated significant experience in successful state-driven 
economic development. 

I always find myself surprised when analysts express surprise at the 
pragmatism of these parties. There seems to be an implicit expectation 
that these groups will behave like secretive and archaic religious broth- 
erhoods, even when the entire expressed purpose of these groups is to 
govern and to participate in the shaping of public policy. For example, 
Ennahda’s tazkiya process (whereby party members “vouch” for pro- 
spective applicants) has been more or less transformed into a simple 
nonbinding recommendation. Many other “management”-type strate- 
gies are being modernized as the separation process between the party 
(hizb) and the movement (/araka) progresses. 

It is time to look deeper at the professionalization of political par- 
ties in the Middle East, especially those in transitional countries like 
Tunisia. Within Ennahda, we consider the debates about the iden- 
tity of the state and the relationship between religion and politics 
(including the place of sharia in the hierarchy of norms) to have been 
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resolved during the constitutional process of 2011-2014. The result- 
ing constitution, one that Tunisians are quite proud of, is a text that 
is unlikely to be significantly amended anytime soon, especially after 
four years of charged and thorough debate around the document’s 
provisions. In fact, political parties which were still campaigning on 
these potentially divisive topics during the 2014 parliamentary elec- 
tions were roundly defeated. Even Hamma Hammami, the candi- 
date from the far left party, the Popular Front, found it necessary to 
reassure voters that he was Muslim and that he loved the Prophet 
Mohamed during a television interview without even having been 
asked about it. Interestingly, Nidaa Tunis—a party defined by its 
anti-Islamism—relied heavily on religious rhetoric during the par- 
liamentary and presidential campaigns despite its “secular” label. I 
remember one of its young members, after an appearance in a debate 
with us on France 24, telling me that French journalists should stop 
calling them /aique (supporting the separation of religion from poli- 
tics) because they are not and do not want to be seen as such by 
Tunisians.? 

The maturity of parties like Ennahda is also apparent through the 
sorts of subjects they raise in public debate. It is no longer a matter 
of the relationship between Islam and state anymore, or traditionally 
“Islamic” issues, but rather a commitment to finding solutions to 
corruption, economic development, social issues, and human rights. 


the Failure of the “Legalist” Approach and the Consequences 
of the Egyptian Coup 


The failure of the legalist approach of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
has had a significant impact on the way a young generation of Arabs, 
regardless of their political preferences, see institutions and political sys- 
tems. For the Islamists among them, it seemed that despite their efforts 
to understand and play by the rules, they would never be accepted. 
Decisive results at the ballot box could be contested. Elections were not 
a genuine means to access power. Moreover, the brutality of military 
repression is heightening feelings of defiance among Islamists toward 
the state and its institutions. More than a military coup, the events in 
Egypt represent a major missed opportunity to reconcile a whole gen- 
eration with the state. 
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The risk of violent reaction from the younger generation cannot 
be dismissed, though it is worth noting that, since the coup, the pro- 
Brotherhood student organizations that are still demonstrating against 
military oppression have been careful not to fall into the trap of using 
violence. That said, there is a correlation between the military coup 
and subsequent crackdown and the rise of the Islamic State and other 
extremist groups in Egypt. Violence begets violence, and this infernal 
cycle is nourished by dictatorship, whether based on military power, 
secular ideology, or Islamic rhetoric. We shouldn't be surprised by the 
loss of credibility of much-vaunted “universal values,” which weren't 
strong enough to protect democratic transitions, human rights, and 
individual liberties in much of the Arab world. This failure has led to a 
loss of faith in democracy as the way to manage a society or as a good 
system for power sharing. 

We usually read that the Egyptian coup essentially induced Ennahda’s 
decision to step down and accept the handing over of power to a tech- 
nocratic government whose main mission was to organize legislative 
and presidential elections within a year’s time. This has often been 
interpreted as a surrender on Ennahda’s part, with the ouster of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt as a kind of turning point in Ennahda’s 
thinking. I think this view doesn’t quite capture the full picture and 
tends to forget a number of important things. 

Initially, the start of the Tunisian political crisis in the summer of 
2013 wasn't triggered by the coup in Egypt but rather by the assassina- 
tion of Mohamed Brahmi, a prominent leftist politician. This reignited 
the country’s previous crisis of February 2013, following the assassina- 
tion of the politician Chokri Belaid. Though the Egyptian coup may 
have accelerated the process and reinforced the demands of the secular 
opposition, the confrontation inside Tunisia preceded the removal of 
Mohamed Morsi from power. 

But, more generally, we need to go back to the very start of the 
democratic transition in 2011 to better grasp how events unfolded. 
Consider, for example, the attitude of Ennahda since the October 
2o11 elections, after which the party decided to share power with 
two very ideologically different parties, the secular-liberal Congress 
for the Republic (CPR) and the socialist Ettakatol. I consider this a 
continuation of a process that started in 2005 with the 18 October 
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Collectif, when various parties from the opposition to President 
Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali decided to launch an inclusive dialogue 
process to reach consensus on fundamental issues. 

The conclusions of these discussions were published in a book, 
which summarized areas of agreement on core concerns, such as the 
civil character of the state, the nature of the regime, the importance 
of civil liberties, and women’s rights.* In other words, sharing power 
and prioritizing dialogue over exclusivism was part of Ennahda’s 
philosophy well before the Egyptian coup and even the uprisings 
of 2011. 

Since the start of the democratic transition, it was not unusual to 
hear Rached Ghannouchi speaking about the importance of making 
the process as inclusive as possible, regardless of the political weight 
of the various parties. This, he argued, was the best way to secure the 
transition. A desire to minimize political resistance to democratization 
by inviting the maximum number of political actors to participate 
reflects a clear commitment on the part of Ennahda leaders. The polar- 
izing nature of the lustration debate in 2013—over whether or not 
to bar old regime figures from electoral participation, which Monica 
Marks discusses at length—led us to further conclude that exclusion 
couldn't be the solution if we wanted to sustain the health and stabil- 
ity of the transitional process. The Libyan and the Iraqi experiences 
of lustration played an important role as counterexamples, helping 
to convince Ennahda parliamentarians to vote against the proposed 
electoral exclusion law to avoid a similar scenario. Given all of this, it 
shouldn't be surprising to see Ennahda calling for unity and inclusion. 
As the head of a list of candidates in the parliamentary elections, I 
campaigned on national unity, defending the proposal for a national 
coalition government. To be sure, it required considerable time and 
effort to explain to voters the necessity of bringing in as many politi- 
cal forces as possible to support vital economic and social reforms. It 
is not necessarily easy to campaign for the benefits of a complex and 
unusual political balance. 

These positions were taken in consultation with Ennahda’s 
Shura Council after an intense internal debate. The negative tra- 
jectory of the Libyan revolution, the deteriorating situation in 
Iraq, and the internecine conflict in Syria ended up convincing 
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the majority of Tunisians that lustration isn’t always a solution to 
political crises. 

Another thing to keep in mind is that the major threat at the time 
was the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly and the exclusion of 
Ennahda from the constitutional debate. Irrespective of anything else, 
this could have derailed the entire democratic process. Ennahda, how- 
ever, managed to secure the constitutional process by ensuring that the 
constitution was finalized under the Ennahda-led government of Ali 
Laarayedh before handing over power to a temporary technocratic gov- 
ernment. This, quite simply, was a success from our perspective. The 
Egyptian scenario played the role of an a posteriori counterexample in 
formulating Ennahda’s decisions. 


The Meaning of Being a Muslim Democratic Party in the 
21st Century 


When Rached Ghannouchi first used the term “Muslim democratic,” 
it was an effort to help the media understand the pitfalls of instantly 
and unanimously labeling diverse political actors as “Islamists,” despite 
their differences. Highlighting the parallel with Christian Democratic 
parties in Europe, like Germany’s Christian Democratic Union, 
seemed to be the easiest way to signify Ennahda as a political party 
bringing together both democratic principles and religious values. 

Many, both inside and outside of Ennahda, were initially surprised 
by this new label and began to wonder what changes, if any, it implied 
at the political level. The fact is we can no longer use a term so charged 
with negative connotations when describing what we consider to be 
one of the most positive phenomena taking place in the Muslim world 
today. For the vast majority of Muslims, the Islamic State and its ilk are 
those who misinterpret and abuse Islam and use religion as a marketing 
tool for unspeakable, inhumane acts and for a brutal war for territory 
with no end. We believe we have a critical role to play in countering 
the Islamic State. The Islamic scholars Ennahda members consider as 
references are serious and legitimate sources of religious interpretation 
when it comes to positions on violence, barbarity, the modern state, 
civil liberties, and the objectives (maqasid) of sharia. 

It would be a waste of time and energy for us to take up the task of 
constantly distancing ourselves from a violent and dangerous ideology 


238 ENGAGING ISLAMISTS 


that is precisely the sort of model we are fighting against. No one, for 
instance, would seriously link the French socialist president François 
Hollande with Georges Cipriani, the historic leader of the terrorist 
group Action Directe, despite both of them hailing from political 
groups that claim inspiration from the same ideology. We, unfortu- 
nately, are not afforded the same treatment and must therefore make 
our differences from the Islamic State and other extremists clear to all. 

In a nutshell, “Muslim democrat” is the most accurate term to 
describe what Ennahda has been trying to accomplish since the begin- 
ning: reconciling Islam and democracy in the Arab world. 


MONICA MARKS'S RESPONSE 


Ennahda Member of Parliament Sayida Ounissi contributed a rich 
reflection to this volume. Her remarks presaged key decisions taken 
at Ennahda’s roth Congress, held May 20-23, 2016. Here, I'll engage 
briefly with just two of the fascinating themes Ounissi raised— 
Ennahda’s integration as a Tunisian national actor and relabeling as 
“Muslim democrats”—and connect those themes directly to Ennahda’s 
recent congress. 

Ounissi first confronts accusations, common among secularly ori- 
ented Tunisians who have opposed Ennahda on ideological grounds, 
that Ennahda was birthed in the Mashriq (Arab East) and lacks proper 
Tunisian bona fides. Instead of representing the local branch of a shady 
international Muslim Brotherhood cabal, though, Ounissi argues that 
Ennahda has pursued a “very nationally grounded trajectory” since 
its inception, guided by leading figures in Tunisia’s reformist and 
Zaytounian schools of thought. 

Ounissi’s emphasis on the “Tunisianness” of Ennahda’s intellectual 
history formed an essential subtheme at Ennahda’s roth Congress. In 
his opening address on May 20, party president Rached Ghannouchi 
claimed that Ennahda’s support for unity and national reconciliation 
is not a safga taht al-tawila (under-the-table deal) but anchored in 
Ennahda’s view of Tunisian history: 


Ennahda is a force for unity and togetherness, not for separation and 
division. So we see Khaireddine al-Tunsi, Ahmed Bey, Moncef Bey, 
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the late za’im [leader] Habib Bourguiba, Farhat Hachad, Abdelazziz 
‘Thaalbi, Salah Ben Youssef, Sheikh Mohamed Tahar Ben Achour, 
and Tahar Haddad, God’s mercy be upon them and others, as sym- 


bols of our beloved nation.4 


Ghannouchi asserted—before a crowd of 13,000 nahdawis (Ennahda 
members) and on national television—an inclusive re-remembering 
of Tunisian history, one that embraced both former president Habib 
Bourguiba (president from 1957 to 1987) and his archrival Salah Ben 
Youssef, politicians whose struggle for control of the anticolonial move- 
ment foreshadowed important class-based and cultural rifts between 
Tunisia’s interior and coast. 

Despite the pride of place Bourguiba holds in Tunisia’s collective 
memory, some Tunisians—particularly those from interior, more reli- 
gious, and more Arabophone backgrounds—resent the favoritism he 
showed Tunisia’s sahel (northern coastal) regions and steps he took to 
weaken Tunisia’s traditional religious institutions. Ennahda support- 
ers have historically been among such critics of Bourguiba, not least 
because of the hostility with which Bourguiba approached Ennahda 
and its leaders throughout much of the 1980s.” 

In his 2014 campaign for president, Beji Caid Essebsi played both 
on nostalgia for Bourguiba and historical tensions between Bourguiba 
and Ennahda. Promising to restore haybat al-dawla (state prestige) 
by re-empowering Tunisia’s traditional political class, Essebsi ran as a 
present-day incarnation of Bourguiba—impersonating even his dress 
and speech patterns. This fueled Ennahda supporters’ fears that Essebsi 
represented a continuation of Tunisia’s autocratic past and intended 
to crack down on conservative Tunisians’ freedom of expression and 
association. 

Yet, despite such antipathies, Ennahda’s 10th Congress asserted, 
at least at the rhetorical and elite political levels, a historical recon- 
ciliation with Bourguibism. In perhaps the most quotable part of 
her reflection, Ounissi previewed this reconciliation, arguing one 
could call Ennahda’s founding generation the “illegitimate chil- 
dren of Bourguiba” insofar as they supported “national indepen- 
dence, the necessity of a social renaissance, and modern governance 
tools.” 
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Recasting Ennahda as Bourguiba’s long-lost, prodigal child helps 
the party rationalize post hoc its alliance with Nidaa Tunis and with 
Beji Caid Essebsi, Bourguiba's great admirer. Perhaps more impor- 
tant, though, forging a shared understanding of Tunisian history— 
one in which Ennahda is understood to have been molded by some 
of the same forces of Tunisian reformism that influenced prominent 
anti-Islamist actors—forms a critical plank of Ennahda’s longer-term 
effort to legitimize itself as a normal Tunisian political actor. Against 
depictions popularized under former dictator Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
(1987-2011) that painted Ennahda as a retrograde group of Wahhabi- 
inspired criminals, the party is slowly but surely hitting back, wrap- 
ping itself in the flag of Tunisian reformist intellectual history. 

But, as Ounissi implies, this redoubled effort at Tunisifying Ennahda, 
or uncovering its pre-existing but long ignored Tunisianness, isn’t merely 
tactical. It’s part of a broader nationalization of Ennahda’s thinking— 
and in the thinking of Jkhwani (Muslim Brotherhood-oriented) parties 
across the region replacing larger international goals with an increas- 
ing focus on limited, national goals. Though Ennahda still sees itself 
as connected (albeit in a cousin-like way) to Morocco’s PJD, Egypt’s 
Brotherhood, and Turkey’s AKP, it has come to see itself foremost as 
an essentially Tunisian actor, focused on the nationally limited goal of 
bringing pragmatic, Islam-inspired good governance to the Tunisian 
polity. Idealistic transnational aims—crafting an ummah beyond the 
Tunisian citizenry—have become the province not of Ennahda, but of 
Salafist groups. 

Ounissi acknowledges it wasn’t always this way. The Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood’s writings used to make up Ennahda’s “main philosophi- 
cal food for thought.” Yet, even then, Ounissi stresses that Ennahda 
members read and “reinterpreted that literature in the context of [their] 
own unique, local ideological environment.” That’s true. It’s also true 
that essential pieces of the Brotherhood canon—for instance, the works 
of Brotherhood founder Hassan al-Banna and firebrand thinker Sayyid 
Qutb—simply aren't as widely read or as resonant with nahdawis as 
they used to be. 

Many nahdawis instead cite the work of an Algerian scholar Malek 
Bennabi as having a greater impact on Ennahda’s thinking than Qutb’s, 
especially since the 1990s. Bennabi’s influence has come up many times 
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in my interviews with Ennahda leaders and base-level supporters, and 
shows through in works written by Rached Ghannouchi in the 1990s. 
The scholars Francesco Cavatorta and Fabio Merone highlight the influ- 
ence of Bennabi and the Tunisian-North African roots of Ennahda’s 
intellectual heritage at some length in an article published in 2015. They 
note that as Ennahda outgrew the Qutb-inspired Ikhwani strand of 
thought “a process of rediscovery of more local sources of ideological 
commitment to Islamism was initiated.” 

That process, Cavatorta and Merone argue, has enabled Ennahda to 
view Tunisian modernity and reformism as originating not with secular 
symbols like Habib Bourguiba but from a deeper, shared history of 
Islamic reformist thinkers. Locating reformism on Tunisian soil allows 
the party to position itself as a natural product of Tunisia’s ecosystem 
rather than a wave washed in from the Wahhabi Gulf. 

Moreover, locating flexibility and reformism within the Islamic tra- 
dition has allowed Ennahda to understand itself not just as a Tunisian 
actor but as an authentically Islamist party, even as it has made compro- 
mises that contravene traditional expectations of what an Islamist party 
is and does (i.e., create an Islamic state and implement sharia). 

Cavatorta and Merone correctly argue that Ennahda has, from its 
point of view, “been able to fulfill the Islamic project by subscribing 
to a political system that enshrines liberty and justice’—principles 
it sees as fulfilling the ultimate objectives of sharia.’ This squares 
with internal conversations and justifications Ennahda developed 
while making religious compromises—on sharia, blasphemy, and 
more—throughout the 2012-2014 constitutional drafting process. 
For instance, Ennahda came to accept the idea that sharia should not 
be mentioned in Tunisia’s new constitution because that constitution 
upheld freedom, justice, and human dignity—higher principles and 
objectives of sharia that superseded the importance of mentioning the 
word itself.’ 

Ennahda’s ability to rethink the meaning of Islamism was shaped 
not only by tactical concerns but also by a long process of internal 
reflection and dialogue that began well before Tunisia’s revolution, and 
was—as Ounissi notes—presaged in cross-ideological opposition talks 
that saw Ennahda forge key agreements with secular parties during the 


2000s.” 
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Ona related note, Ennahda’s recent relabeling as “Muslim democrats” 
reflects less a transformational rupture in how the party views itself than 
frustration with outsiders not understanding its supposedly true demo- 
cratic nature. We can understand Ennahda’s relabeling as also connected 
to this process of Tunisification. Through its rebranding, Ennahda hopes 
to be identified not as outsider Ikhwani Islamists but as a national Muslim 
democratic party sprung from the Tunisian soil—the same reformist soil 
that produced Abdelaziz Thaalbi, Habib Bourguiba, Tahar Hadad, and 
other guiding lights of Tunisia’s self-proclaimed modernists. 

Interestingly, it should also be noted that those modernists—chief 
among them, leaders of Nidaa Tunis—prefer not to be called almani- 
yeen (secularists) for a very similar reason. The word “secular” in Tunisia 
often transmits negative connotations—marking one a product of 
European or even colonially imported ideas. Nidaa Tunis, aspiring 
to position itself as a powerful, locally accepted actor on the Tunisian 
scene, hence identified as “a modern party for a Muslim people,” using 
the word “modernists” as a more palatable euphemism for “secularists.” 
One could argue that Ennahda is taking a similar approach to the word 
“Islamist,” swapping it for a more palatable label that avoids outsider 
connotations and aligns it instead with the Tunisian center, a center 
that both Ennahda and Nidaa Tunis understand to be Muslim, mod- 
ern, and democratic—though each of these are malleable, quite vague 
terms that mean different things to different Tunisians (and hence pos- 
sess the power to politically organize and inspire). 

As Ounissi’s reflection indicates, adopting the term “Muslim demo- 
crat” indicates less a shift in how nahdawis see themselves—for they 
have seen themselves as Muslim democrats for some time now—than an 
effort to help media and outside actors understand the party on its own 
terms. Referencing common conflation of the term “Islamism” with the 
Islamic State, she says: “It would be a waste of time and energy for us 
to take up the task of constantly distancing ourselves from a violent 
and dangerous ideology that is precisely the sort of model we are fight- 
ing against.” At the end of the day, Ouinissi says, the term “Muslim 
democrats” more usefully communicates the positive connotations 
of what she claims Ennahda has been “trying to accomplish since the 
beginning’—namely, “reconciling Islam and democracy in the Arab 
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world.” As I have discussed elsewhere, overblown statements regarding 
Ennahda’s roth Congress—indicating that Ennahda completely sev- 
ered the relationship between religion and politics, or that the phrase 
“Muslim democrat” represents an about-face in how the party already 
conceived itself—are exactly that: overblown." A variety of rationales 
rooted in Ennahda’s history—in conjunction with a long process of 
debate between and among Ennahda’s base and leadership—helped 
the party support the congress’s changes. In general, nahdawis see these 
changes not as self-contradictory or as a tactical form of tagiyya (reli- 
giously sanctioned lying), but as consonant with the party's history and 
overall approach to Islamism—or, as it would like its critics to see it, 
Muslim democracy." 

In closing, the “Tunisianness” or “Tunisification” of Ennahda’s tra- 
jectory should be of great interest to scholars. How did the influence 
of both traditional and reformist Zaytouna thinkers, including Tahar 
Ben Achour, shape Ennahda’s early Aalagat (religious discussion cir- 
cles) and philosophical orientation? Which nahdawis first sought to 
rehabilitate more controversial reformist thinkers like famed Tunisian 
women’s rights advocate Tahar Hadad, when, and why? How exactly 
did Ennahda come to acquire the reputation—shared among many 
of its secularly oriented domestic critics—of being a non-Tunisian 
movement oriented towards the Muslim Brotherhood or, even more 
radically, to the rigidity of Gulf Wahhabism, and how much of that 
reputation was fairly earned? How do we reconcile such critiques with 
the reality that Ennahda boasts the broadest and deepest core constitu- 
ency of any political party in Tunisia? Each of these questions would 
make the topic of an excellent thesis, and they represent precisely the 
sorts of questions that historians interested in Tunisian Islamism, or in 
what we might call the “nationalization” of Islamist movements more 
broadly, should be asking. 

Ennahda’s roth Congress and Ounissi’s contribution to this project, 
which presaged it, offer fascinating windows into a moment of party 
normalization and nationalization—snapshots that importantly illumi- 
nate, too, the ways Islamist movements, and confessional or ostracized 
movements more broadly, seek to build legitimacy and cultivate trust 
in transitioning democracies. 


=e 


Is the Crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood 
Pushing the Group Toward Violence? 


Ammar Fayed, Muslim Brotherhood 


Editor's Note: Ammar Fayed is a Muslim Brotherhood youth activist and 
Istanbul-based researcher. This is translated from the original Arabic. 


The military coup of July 2013 forced the Muslim Brotherhood to 
retreat to a climate of secrecy after the group had spent just a year 
working openly and in power. The authorities soon designated it as 
a terrorist organization and banned around 1,200 of the civil institu- 
tions affiliated with the group or its members, to say nothing of the 
thousands killed and imprisoned. The Brotherhood was left with no 
other option but to protest in a climate characterized by exclusion and 
McCarthyism. 

This chapter discusses the effect of this unprecedented security cam- 
paign on the group’s ideology and its internal decision-making processes. 
This is an important topic to explore especially after the arrest of the 
group's most influential leaders and the prevailing state of uncertainty in 
the region. Violence, whether from the state or from armed militias, has 
become the dominant political language in the nations that experienced 
Arab revolutions, with the possible exception of Tunisia (which itself has 
not been spared from growing terrorist threats). Even so, I argue here 
that the likelihood of the Muslim Brotherhood resorting to violence in 
Egypt is less than what many observers believe. Much of this has to do 
with the current structure of the organization and the model of thought 
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and culture that has governed it for decades. This, however, is not incon- 
sistent with the increased possibilities that a not-insignificant segment of 
members and supporters will resort to responding to the state’s violence 
with violence, whether on an individual, decentralized level or by join- 
ing more violent groups such as Sinai Province or Al-Murabiteen, or 
even by joining the ongoing wars in Syria and Iraq. 


THE SOCIAL AND THE POLITICAL: RETURNING TO THE FIRST 
FOUNDING 


Since its formation, the Muslim Brotherhood has primarily been a 
social movement, whose program depends on effecting social change 
as a foundation and a condition for political change. Therefore, Hassan 
al-Banna was concerned with first changing and reforming the social 
order before changing the political order, as changing the latter was 
contingent upon reforming the former. As a result, attention was pri- 
marily directed to the ummah rather than “the authority.”! 

This is one of the fundamental issues that confronts any researcher 
or historian writing about the Muslim Brotherhood. Certainly, Hassan 
al-Banna sought large-scale political change and was not satisfied with 
religious preaching and fighting against moral deviations within soci- 
ety. However, political reform, from his point of view, was not possible 
without changing the conditions of society itself, as he considered the 
political system (the ruling authority) a natural result of the state of 
society. Therefore, when he founded the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928, 
his focus was solely on societal conditions and completely avoided any 
political participation. The first internal by-laws of the Brotherhood, 
issued in 1930, state that the group is not involved in politics. Article 
2 states that “this group shall not become involved in political affairs, 
whatever they may be.” Article 15 emphasizes non-engagement in 
political affairs during the group’s meetings. Even more notable is the 
fact that Article 42, which sets the mechanism for amending the by- 
laws, completely forbids changing some of the articles, including the 
aforementioned Article 2, which prohibits the group from engaging in 
political work.” 

With these regulations in mind, the goals of the organization are 
limited to the social and moral sphere. This includes spreading Islamic 
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teachings, combating illiteracy, raising awareness on healthcare (espe- 
cially in the villages), fighting the scourges of society such as drugs 
and prostitution, and remedying economic crises through preaching 
and guidance. Accordingly, the group’s activities centered on opening 
schools, holding lectures, and establishing headquarters for the organi- 
zation in the various provinces. 

However, priorities changed. In the opening of the first issue of 
al-Natheer magazine in May 1938, Hassan al-Banna declared: 


Until now, brothers, you have not opposed any party or organization, 
nor have you joined them ... but today you will strongly oppose all 
of them, in power and outside of it, if they do not acquiesce and 
adopt the teachings of Islam as a model that they will abide by and 
work for. ... There shall be either loyalty or animosity.’ 


Banna was not especially clear in defining his next steps, and, as 
a result, the reality of his vision—and the best ways to achieve it— 
remain contested. Banna mobilized the masses to build a strong social 
and religious base, and over the years, he began to mobilize this base 
politically. This manifested itself in a number of ways, such as forming 
groups within the military, judiciary, and police that were loyal to the 
Brotherhood. Another example includes creating the Special Military 
Apparatus in the 1940s, which was perceived as a possible threat to the 
regime. 

In Banna’s imagination, did the Brotherhood’s ultimate goal necessi- 
tate political rule after gaining a broad societal mandate? In other words, 
was building a wide social base merely a means to the end of gaining 
political power? This may not be as far-fetched as one might think, espe- 
cially given that Hassan al-Banna described the “stages of da‘wa [reli- 
gious education and preaching]” as first, defining the idea and spreading 
it; second, selecting supporters and members to form a strong base for 
the organization; and finally, “implementation,” a nebulous term that 
has perplexed insiders and outsiders alike. Banna did not elaborate 
on what he meant by “implementation.” Confusion abounds since he 
firmly rejected political party work and was not enthusiastic about class 
revolutions built on favoring one class over the other. However, he also 
did not reject the idea of revolting against governments that did not 
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respond to the aspirations of the people. He affirmed that if construc- 
tive criticism and advice to rulers did not lead to change, then other 
viable options ranged from the active repudiation of the ruling authority 
(khal’) to separating and disengaging from it (ibad).4 

However, the group adopted Hassan al-Banna’s discourse of social 
change, rather than direct political change. This discourse stressed 
that building a broad base that believed in Banna’s ideas was the only 
path to building a political regime that would (eventually) implement 
them. The Brotherhood’s rejection of revolutionary change was fur- 
ther entrenched after its painful experience under Nasser. The organi- 
zation was always ready to offer political concessions in exchange for 
greater freedom to practice its social and religious activities, believing 
this to be the investment needed to achieve any true political change. 
Hassan al-Banna himself reinforced this trend when he and 16 others 
withdrew their candidacies for the 1942 parliamentary elections in 
exchange for greater leeway in carrying out the group’s religious and 
social work. 

In 2004, the then General Guide Mohammed Mahdi Akef 
announced that the Brotherhood was embarking on a new phase under 
the banner of “Openness to Society.” Internally, this signaled a progres- 
sion up the theoretical ladder of priorities set by Hassan al-Banna (the 
individual—the family—the society—the state—“mentorship” [ustad- 
hiyya] of the world). This new phase was characterized by widespread 
competitive political participation and unprecedented engagement in 
the public sphere. 

The limited emphasis on political activity inside the organization 
is reflected in the structure of its central technical committees. The 
committees are divided into the following: the Political Committee, 
the Professionals Committee, the Workers Committee, the Students 
Committee, the Sisters Committee, the Charity Committee, the 
Committee for Spreading the Islamic Dawa, and the Cubs Committee 
(for students who have not yet reached university). All of these com- 
mittees, with the exception of the Political Committee, are concerned 
with directly communicating religious and moral messages to different 
segments of society. These committees did not adopt political messages 
except perhaps during the periods of electoral campaigning, which the 
group went through only a few times during the 30 years that preceded 


248 ENGAGING ISLAMISTS 


the January 2011 revolution. These periods were always viewed within 
the group as the exception rather than the rule. 

Did this change after the revolution? Certainly. There is a growing 
feeling that it’s futile to believe that broad societal change is necessary 
before the ruling regime can be changed. Social change is a continu- 
ous process that cannot be measured easily. In addition, the state’s 
centralized ideological apparatus has the ability to manipulate mass 
public opinion.’ In other words, the capability of any social organiza- 
tion to mobilize the masses remains limited in the face of a powerful 
state. The centralization of the modern state—particularly in authori- 
tarian regimes—furthered its dominance of the public sphere, includ- 
ing in education, media, and religious institutions. The Brotherhood 
experienced this first-hand during President Morsi’s rule. The group 
found it difficult to compete with the official bureaucratic organs of 
the government. For instance, Egypt’s gargantuan state-owned media 
was able to influence the Brotherhood’s own constituency, despite 
having been exposed to the group’s political and religious messages 
for years. 

Despite this, it’s important to highlight that the revolution inspired a 
renewed confidence in the viability of civil and nonviolent approaches 
to confronting authoritarian systems of control. Historically, emergent 
social and political organizations aiming to mobilize public opinion 
against the regime would be easily squashed in their infancy. 

But after the revolution, a growing number of Brotherhood mem- 
bers, particularly youth activists, became convinced that achieving “rev- 
olutionary” goals like regime change could not be achieved through 
the comparatively feeble means of “gradual reform” suggested by the 
movement's founder. Banna was inspired by previous calls for Islamic 
reform that predate the modern state, when state—society relations were 
based on completely different power dynamics. 

Going forward, the Brotherhood is unlikely to set aside societal 
reform to focus on capturing the state through political campaigning. 
Rather, internal debates within the organization will lead to limiting 
the group’s direct participation in political activity. The Brotherhood 
is more likely to restore its fundamental role as a social and religious 
reform movement, as I discuss in the following section. 
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THE “PRIMARY GROUP” 


Hassan al-Banna worked to promote the model of the “primary group,”° 
a vanguard that would provide the emotional support needed to inte- 
grate people into social and public life. The term “primary group” was 
coined by the sociologist Charles Horton Cooley to refer to a group 
characterized by intimate, face-to-face association, and cooperation. 
This produces strong ties of loyalty and solidarity.” This group, in the 
context of the Muslim Brotherhood, was to become a mediator between 
the individual and society. To maintain the nascent Brotherhood’s 
cohesiveness, Banna’ model emphasized the building and fostering of 
emotional and spiritual ties between members as much as it empha- 
sized the role of social and economic ties. 

Discussing the importance of spiritual bonds in the Brotherhood is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. But it is important to highlight that 
Hassan al-Banna grew up among the ranks of the Sufi orders (specifi- 
cally the Hasafi order). He gained insights on the importance of spiritual 
ties in strengthening the structure of a social organization. Later, Banna 
would develop this philosophy and place it within a more cohesive and 
holistic model. Through the system of usras, or “families” of 5 to 10 
members, he was able to strengthen the internal ties between individuals 
in the organization. This is confirmed by Waheed Abdul Mageed, who 
argues that, while Banna's Sufi tendencies were not apparent later in his 
life, they found new expression in the consciously cultivated spiritual 
bonds built between members of the Brotherhood.® 

The three pillars of the usra as outlined by Banna emphasize the 
fraternal connections between members: getting to know one other 
(taaruf), understanding one another (tafahum), and looking out for one 
another (takaful). For decades, and to this very day, the Brotherhood 
has featured teachings and practices concerned with deepening the 
spiritual connection between members (rabita), including through cul- 
tural programs that focus on Islamic concepts such as “brotherhood,” 
“preferring others over the self,” “the love of God,” and so on. Another 
example is that of the daily “Bonding Litany” (wird al-rabita), a prayer 
recited daily by Brotherhood members. The word wird in Arabic, trans- 
lated here as “litany,” refers to a set combination of supplications, spe- 
cific selections from the Quran, and other selected religious passages. 
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This litany is a fixed daily ritual in which the individual vows to pray for 
his fellow Brothers, and to remember them and the spiritual connec- 
tion that binds them together, even if he doesn’t know them by name. 

Since its founding, the notion of “comprehensiveness” (shumuliya) 
has also been an essential feature of the Brotherhood. The group’s adop- 
tion of a comprehensive approach is reflected in its religious, educa- 
tional, social, developmental, economic, and political activities. Hassan 
al-Banna envisioned Islam as a holistic system dealing with all aspects 
of life, one that leaves little room for modern notions of the secular. 
According to Banna, Islam’s comprehensive nature does not mean that 
every aspiring Islamic organization must cater to all spheres of life. Yet 
for his organization, Banna explicitly desired to structure it in a way 
that would reflect this comprehensiveness. 

This particular aspiration of the Brotherhood has generated quite 
a lot of analysis and speculation. It is unlikely that the organization 
will abandon its conviction that Islam is a comprehensive system. The 
Brotherhood views Islam’s rulings and teachings as relevant to both 
private and public life, as well as in the economic and political spheres. 
But does the Brotherhood as an organization have to be comprehen- 
sive? Modern life has become exceedingly complex. The increased 
specialization of knowledge has only accelerated with the advent of 
the modern state and its ability to mobilize unprecedented power and 
resources. In short, is it better to be a jack of all trades yet a master of 
none? 

The Brotherhood’s brief experience of being in power and its sub- 
sequent removal by military coup has served to strengthen the idea of 
separating the Brotherhood’s role as a social institution from its role as 
a political force. The two functions now operate in tension and even 
opposition, and the Brotherhood’s traditional practice of grouping them 
together has only served to weaken both. The notion of Islam as “com- 
prehensive” can still be maintained as an ideal, while organizationally 
one may choose to focus on certain aspects of this comprehensiveness 
(such as social, religious, or cultural programming) and eschew others 
(such as forming a political party or directly participating in elections). 
In this way, the group would be able to effectively leverage a strong and 
principled constituency to influence the political arena. In hindsight, 
it appears that the Brotherhood’s direct participation in competitive 
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politics has done substantial damage to decades of social and religious 
institution building. 

Despite its problematic aspects, focusing on Islam’s “comprehensive- 
ness” has made the Brotherhood’s activities quite diverse, providing it 
a number of ways to connect with varied sectors of society and help- 
ing it to maintain an impressive membership base. It was these myriad 
factors acting in concert that carried the Brotherhood to power in the 
2o11 elections, and not its reputation as a trustworthy and experienced 
political party, as is normally the case. Despite criticisms within the 
Brotherhood of its political performance, the diversity of its areas of 
focus and its intertwining of social, religious, and spiritual activities 
have continued to motivate members to work toward the realization of 
Hassan al-Banna’s vision. 


THE STATE AND THE ORGANIZATION: THE STRUGGLE OVER 
THE BROTHERHOOD’S SOCIAL BASE 


During the Muslim Brotherhood’s second phase (from the mid-1970s 
until around 1987), the leadership introduced several core features, 
such as increased centralization (to which a greater atmosphere of 
secrecy was added, contrary to Hassan al-Banna’s organization, which 
worked as an official, known group). They also ratcheted up the 
group’s activities in the political and economic spheres. Moreover, 
they set to work on the construction of a broad network of social 
institutions, including schools, service projects, charitable groups, 
and hospitals. 

These changes produced a complex institutional structure that 
prioritized more direct engagement with society and lent itself to a 
heightened focus on a more “comprehensive” organizational model as 
described earlier. This produced both a strong interconnected organi- 
zational structure and a wide social base that could be relied upon to 
support the group during its intermittent conflict with the state in the 
years of Mubarak’s rule. 

The 2013 coup sought to eliminate these two sources of the group's 
power and resilience. Events first kicked off with an aggressive anti- 
Brotherhood media campaign, designed to impair the performance of 
President Morsi and his government, isolate the Brotherhood from its 
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social base, and remove any excuse the general populace may have had to 
maintain sympathies with the organization. By the end of June 2013, the 
state succeeded in “factionalizing the Brotherhood”—portraying them 
as fifth columnists separate from the rest of the population with self- 
serving goals. The message was clear, that the Brotherhood didn’t have 
Egypt's best interests at heart, only its own. This was followed by a rapa- 
cious security campaign that continues to the present day. Many have 
fled or otherwise gone into hiding, including most of the members of the 
Guidance Bureau, around half of the Shura Council, those in charge of 
the Brotherhood’s administrative offices in the provinces, and most lead- 
ers of the Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party. 

The targeting of the Brotherhood’s social base required eliminat- 
ing the group’s civil and economic organizations. The state officially 
announced that the assets of 1,370 individuals had been confiscated, 
along with the assets of 81 companies, including 19 currency-exchange 
companies. A total of 1,125 associations, 105 schools, and 43 hospitals 
were confiscated, in addition to the Brotherhood’s medical associa- 
tion, which has 27 branches, as well as the two branches of the Rabaa 
Adawiya Association.” 

A widespread campaign of arrests, resulting in the apprehension of 
over 40,000 people, occurred alongside a vengeful security crackdown, 
which included acts of torture, public killings, and sexual assault. All 
these actions have made violent action easier for Brotherhood members 
to countenance. Violence found easier justification in a regional con- 
text beset by instability, civil war, and the success of fanatical Islamist 
groups such as the Islamic State. 


A CLIMATE OF VIOLENCE AND CHAOS 


The armed Islamist group Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis (ABM) strengthened 
its influence in the Sinai after the military coup. In its calculus, the 
collapse of Islamists’ gamble on democracy proved the impossibility 
of change through normal politics. In short, it was a victory for those 
advocating force as the only effective route to change. This small group 
in the Sinai exploited events to press the need for directly confronting 
the state, and was able to attract members from outside the Sinai. The 
rise of the Islamic State and the subsequent military campaign in the 
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Sinai against ABM led to additional popular support for the group, 
which would go on to formally affiliate itself with the Islamic State, 
rebranding itself as “Sinai Province.” This compelled Hisham Ashmawy, 
a prominent ABM leader and former officer in the elite Egyptian Special 
Operations “Thunderbolt” Force, to break off and form the group Al- 
Murabiteen.'” Ashmawy’s actions opened a wider arena for attracting 
members from Cairo and the Nile Delta.” 

At the same time that Sinai jihadists were escalating their activities 
and seeking to expand their reach into the heart of the country, Egypt’s 
largest civic Islamic organization was being crushed. The Brotherhood 
was cast out from all the “pillars of democracy’—the parliament, the 
presidency, and the constitution. In this context—and after the worst 
instance of mass killings in Egypt’s modern history—it is not a surprise 
that armed groups sought to capitalize on these events and use them 
as a pretext for violent action. Pointing to the Brotherhood’s aborted 
reign as evidence, militant groups argued that democracy would never 
permit an Islamist victory, even if fairly earned. It became simple to 
paint the picture of a supposed “war on Islam” that could appeal to 
disillusioned individuals. 

There are a number of cases where members of or those close 
to the Brotherhood and members of revolutionary Salafi groups 
chose to take up arms within the ranks of the Islamic State’s Sinai 
Province. A small number traveled to fight in Syria for armed 
opposition groups. Their letters and other statements reveal the 
degree of hostility toward the Brotherhood’s peaceful, gradualist 
program and its disgraceful “surrender” to the state during the 
Rabaa massacre, as well as in the cases of rape of female prisoners. 
Sinai Province’s media arms churned out messages directly aimed 
at young Islamists, particularly members of the Brotherhood, lam- 
basting the ineffectiveness of nonviolence and democracy, and 
advocating jihad and armed resistance against the state as the only 
viable path forward.” 


IS VIOLENCE THE BROTHERHOOD’S INEVITABLE CHOICE? 


The University of Louisville’s Steven Brooke, one of the contributing 
authors to Rethinking Political Islam, argues that the restriction of the 
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Brotherhood’s social activities and the shuttering of the group’s ser- 
vice networks have left the organization with only one choice: hold- 
ing demonstrations. He argues, moreover, that demonstrations on their 
own are unlikely to produce a resolution to the conflict. Stuck in an 
organizational holding pattern, the appeal of violence will likely grow. 
Additionally, the destruction of the group’s social service infrastructure 
strengthens the attraction of other, more violent models, such as those 
of the Islamic State or al-Qaeda in Yemen. Despite the strength of this 
hypothesis (particularly its compelling claim that violent approaches 
may find supporters among broad segments of society), there are a 
number of factors that limit the applicability of Brooke’s argument to 
today’s Muslim Brotherhood. 

First, one’s motivation for joining the Brotherhood cannot be reduced 
to a desire to be involved in social activism. There are any number of 
complex motivations that drive an individual's desire to be a member of 
the Brotherhood. Eliminating one aspect of the group’s activities does 
not necessarily mean that members will look for alternatives, whether a 
violent approach that rejects the state or one accepting of state author- 
ity. A field study that I conducted from October to December 2013 
made clear that, for many members of the Brotherhood, the top prior- 
ity was not social work. Rather, it involved providing support and care 
to the families of the victims of the coup and those imprisoned, as well 
continuing protests against the coup.” 

In the current environment, it will be difficult to pursue social activi- 
ties for a number of reasons. First, Brotherhood members are subject 
to far-reaching surveillance by state security, making it almost impos- 
sible to carry out any activities unnoticed. Second, the group’s service 
networks and other social institutions have been almost entirely shut- 
tered by the regime. Third, due to the large number of people who have 
been arrested, forcibly disappeared, or made to flee the country, it has 
become necessary to focus internal efforts on supporting those bearing 
the brunt of repression inside of Egypt, as well as on activities aimed at 
delegitimizing the coup. Though there has been no decision to suspend 
the group’s religious or social activities, they are simply not the prior- 
ity. They have instead been left to individuals and smaller, more local 
units to decide what headway can realistically be made in the current 
environment. 
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Second, there is no doubt that the line between peaceful revolution- 
ary protest and the use of more violent means is sometimes “blurry,” 
as described by Steven Brooke. However, more than three years have 
passed since the Rabaa massacre, and the predominant trend within 
the Brotherhood (and the anti-coup movement in general) remains 
committed to peaceful political action. All the groups that have tried 
to adopt some form of violence continue to be marginal with limited 
appeal. The adoption of violence clearly contradicts the reigning cul- 
tural and educational model within the Brotherhood. It is of course 
true that, theoretically, any dominant culture can undergo change, but 
this requires a conducive environment. For example, there were ample 
opportunities in the 1960s to adapt the group’s culture in response to 
Nasserist oppression, but the Brotherhood leadership was able to suc- 
cessfully challenge those pressures and maintain the group’s positions 
against violence and takfir (accusing a fellow Muslim of apostasy). The 
current debate inside the group has provoked some similar responses. 
When rumors began circulating that some leaders were moving toward 
violent options in their opposition to the coup, this was met with broad 
rejection within the group, both inside and outside the country. Later, 
it became clear that the question of violence is not, in fact, the central 
dispute. Rather, disputes appear more related to a clash between a tradi- 
tional leadership unwilling to give up their control of the Brotherhood 
and a new group of leaders that came to prominence after the coup that 
rejects the “old” administrative model and seeks to implement structural 
changes. Change in the organization’s culture as a result of the military 
coup and its aftermath is possible, but, at the time of writing, the basic 
requirements for such a shift aren't present. One such requirement is the 
emergence of legitimate and charismatic leadership with a clear strategy 
and vision to manage internal conflicts within the organization. 

A legitimate, charismatic leadership is necessary to effect radical 
change of this kind, not only on an intellectual level but also on a practi- 
cal one. In a centralized, conservative organization like the Brotherhood, 
reshaping the organization’s structure and hierarchy is difficult to say 
the least. Decentralization within the Brotherhood has been limited 
to organizational and administrative activities and the allocation of 
resources. Political decision making, or the crafting of a vision for han- 
dling internal conflict, remains extremely centralized. One reason for 
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the recent exacerbation of internal divisions is the fact that most who 
remain from the old Guidance Bureau are insistent that major decisions 
must remain solely the purview of the acting General Guide Mahmoud 
Ezzat—a position accepted by all but one member of the Guidance 
Bureau (Dr. Mohamed Kamal, killed by Egyptian police on October 4, 
2016) and a number of recently elected provincial leaders. Likewise, the 
Brotherhood’s Shura Council still maintains a palpable level of admin- 
istrative control, despite the majority being taken under arrest or other- 
wise prevented from engaging in organizational activity. 

The Brotherhood has demonstrated a considerable level of flexibility 
in adopting different methods under difficult circumstances to achieve its 
priorities (protesting the coup and taking care of families of those killed 
or imprisoned). However, the most important political decisions, the 
setting of overarching organizational strategies, and the management of 
financial resources within the group remain highly centralized. It should be 
noted that many older leaders who have not been arrested have been will- 
ing to give substantial roles to younger members. However, these roles are 
confined to mid-level administrative positions and seats on technical com- 
mittees. In effect, the Brotherhood’s centralized character remains, making 
it extremely difficult to effect major changes to its intellectual trajectory. 

Third, other models for social service provision do not necessar- 
ily represent alternatives to the Brotherhood, as the group adopts 
a very specific approach to social work. The Brotherhood in Egypt 
considers social activities to be one of its primary roles and has his- 
torically carried them out transparently and under the authority 
and laws of the government. On the one hand, the Brotherhood, 
from an Islamic perspective, sees social work as a necessity in and 
of itself. Social work builds solidarity with local communities and 
is connected to Islamic teachings on showing kindness to the poor 
and the downtrodden. Yet on the other hand, the Brotherhood 
is well aware that its social activities help it achieve a broader 
reach within the country and strengthen its social base. In con- 
trast, armed Islamist groups are not motivated to carry out social 
activities in cooperation with the state, since their goal is to bring 
about the state’s demise. As a result, these groups do not under- 
take social work to win over constituents. Rather, they enter into 
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such projects as a “ruling authority” that seeks to present a model 
for “Islamic rule,” which comes about after taking control of certain 
areas or when the state’s hold on these areas weakens. This is the cur- 
rent situation in the Sinai, in parts of Yemen, and in the territory 
controlled by the Islamic State. However, where the state is clearly 
present, such groups have little interest in the provision of social 
services, as the elimination of the state through armed action takes 
priority. 

The difference between these two models is fundamental. The 
Brotherhood, like other Islamic organizations such as al-Gam/iyya 
al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna, provides social and charita- 
ble services for goals primarily related to Islamic values, which 
encourage caring for the poor, the weak, and the hungry. Additionally, 
the Brotherhood’s social and charitable activities have elicited increased 
popular support for the group’s political activities. As Steven Brooke 
discusses in his chapter, this model carries out social services through 
official institutions subject to the law and operates under the authority 
of the state. The other “model,” meanwhile, carries out social services 
only to further the direct replacement of an absent or failed state with 
“Islamic rule.” 

Of course, one could argue that the Brotherhood is, in a similar 
but less confrontational way, trying to present an attractive picture 
of its own vision for Islamic rule. However, the alternative it seeks 
to establish is a new political regime with a different ruling elite, 
but still emerging from the extant structures of the current state. In 
contrast, armed groups do not recognize the legitimacy of the state 
at all, and therefore do not concern themselves with social service 
provision unless they are able to replace the state’s authority with 
their own. Only then would these armed groups—acting as the rul- 
ing power—exert their authority in all areas of governance, including 
social welfare. 

This does not rule out the possibility that the harshness of the politi- 
cal climate in Egypt may compel more individuals or unorganized 
groups to embrace violence. Armed groups may exploit the current envi- 
ronment to attract new members from beyond the Sinai, into the Nile 
Valley and Delta. However, as discussed earlier, this expansion would 
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not be based around the goal of providing social services. Rather, these 
armed groups’ top priorities are explicitly political and related to reject- 
ing the current regime, and are powered by a belief in the impossibility 
of challenging it through peaceful means. 

My argument leads me to an additional conclusion. Due to contin- 
ued oppression from above without any serious prospects of political 
organization from below (what Shadi Hamid has called “a collective 
loss of faith in politics”"®), as well as the built-in organizational red lines 
mentioned earlier, it is unlikely that the Brotherhood will make a turn 
to violence from within. However, all this pressure leaves space open 
for new groups to emerge that could polarize Brotherhood members— 
especially its youth—towards violence. This has been partially born out 
already with the rise of self-styled revolutionary resistance groups such 


as “Hasm” and “Lewaa al-Thawra.”!° 


AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE 


The number and size of Brotherhood-linked demonstrations have 
greatly decreased over the past two years for various reasons, includ- 
ing the violent security response to protests, widespread arrests, and 
mass prosecutions by kangaroo courts. This has led tens of thousands 
of people to become either prisoners or outlaws forced to flee their 
homes, or even Egypt altogether. Likewise, the long-term continu- 
ation of protests requires a clear political vision, especially since the 
cost of participating in a demonstration could be death or years of 
imprisonment. Generic slogans and platitudes, however enthusiastic, 
will not do the trick. 

The Brotherhood has yet to offer an alternative strategy to protest- 
ing and mobilizing opinion against the regime. Many in the group 
wager that the revolutionary moment has not passed, as the factors that 
inspired the revolution have yet to be addressed (poverty, unemploy- 
ment, a lack of social justice, oppression by the security forces, and so 
on). Therefore, the thinking is that continued Brotherhood demon- 
strations, despite smaller numbers, can still encourage others and help 
them maintain a mindset of protest until a new spark takes hold, snap- 
ping the spell of fear and frustration that has settled over the supporters 
of the 2011 revolution. 
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This theory is plausible, since the revolution’s initial impetus did not 
come from the Brotherhood and was driven instead by years of built- 
up grievances in the population at large. However, reproducing such a 
mobilization in the face of the security force’s unprecedented repression 
will prove difficult. First, it requires building alliances based around 
broad demands, slogans, and programs that go beyond the tired dichot- 
omies of the Brotherhood versus the Egyptian military, or a legitimately 
elected government versus a regime that came to power though a coup. 
In other words, the animating premise of the Brotherhood’s continuing 
protests and demonstrations is unlikely to appeal to wider audiences or 
recreate the conditions of the January 2011 revolution. As long as the 
Brotherhood’s political imagination is unable to overcome the mind- 
set of “coup versus legitimacy” and develop an alternative political dis- 
course that meets the demands of the disaffected social segments that 
ignited the revolution, then the Brotherhood itself may be an obstacle 
in efforts to build a new culture of protest. Such attitudes will hinder 
attempts to build broader political alliances between the various non- 
Brotherhood forces that also reject the military coup and Sissi’s rule. 

Likewise, the Muslim Brotherhood has not been able to adopt a clear 
vision, nor does it have clear answers when it comes to the possibil- 
ity of coexisting with the current Egyptian state. The Sissi regime has 
taken a hostile position toward the Brotherhood through every means 
available to it, from the police to the judiciary and the bureaucracy. If 
coexistence is not possible, does the group have recourse to any alterna- 
tive scenario? Does the group truly seek, through its anti-coup protest 
activities, to exert pressure with the end goal of reaching some sort of 
modus vivendi? What would be the contours and limits of such a settle- 
ment, and what are the concessions that the group can give without 
damaging its internal cohesion and morale? 

The current internal conflict within the Brotherhood mainly revolves 
around phrases such as “leadership change,” “institutionalization,” 
“amending the bylaws,” and “rejecting individualism,” but more con- 
ceptual and foundational questions and discussions over the group’s 
long-term vision are often absent from the debate. Some hypothesize 
that leadership change—if it occurs—is what will lead to a more sub- 
stantive internal discussion on these issues, as a new leadership would 
be more keen on reversing the current state of intellectual stagnation. 
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In any case, attempting to categorize the different trends within the 
Brotherhood by age or generation will be of limited use. Though it 
may not seem immediately obvious, particular ideas do not remain the 
single purview of a specific age group. Different points of view find 
supporters among all age groups and at all organizational levels. 

As always, there are those who adopt a radical vision of the cur- 
rent struggle with the Egyptian regime, considering it to be a zero-sum 
conflict in which there can be no compromise. There are also those 
who are more willing to offer concessions with the aim of coming to 
some sort of deal, which would redraw the relationship between the 
Brotherhood and the state. However, there is unanimous agreement 
within the Brotherhood that it is impossible to achieve any meaningful 
progress as long as Sissi remains in power. It is very unlikely—at least in 
my opinion—that this basic fact will change. 

In my view, the coup and the unexpected repression that followed 
it produced a change in the nature of the conflict at hand and compli- 
cated opportunities for compromise with the regime. The conflict has 
shifted from a political conflict between the Brotherhood and the rul- 
ing regime into a conflict between the Brotherhood and the idea of the 
Egyptian state itself. This “transition” occurred after the active involve- 
ment of the state’s various institutions—such as the police, the mili- 
tary, the judiciary, and the bureaucracy—which had not been directly 
engaged in the conflict with the Brotherhood since the group’s re-estab- 
lishment in the 1970s. Additionally, for the first time in its history, the 
Egyptian Coptic Church became directly involved in the state’s war on 
the Brotherhood and the Islamists. This has made church leaders, in 
the view of many, abettors to the killings and ongoing repression per- 
petrated by the authorities after the coup. 

These complications require a comprehensive settlement, and not a 
token one. Likewise, they necessitate painful concessions and defined 
commitments. At this point, however, there is no justification or capac- 
ity for either side to do these things. 


CONCLUSION 


Why hasn't the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt resorted to violence? 
Examining this question can lead to a better understanding of the 
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consequences of the ongoing unprecedented security crackdown. ‘This 
chapter has used a sociocultural approach that acknowledges the com- 
plicated relationship between individual members of the Brotherhood 
and the character of the organization as a whole, which, on the whole, 
still does not lean towards violence. I have also relied on the definition 
of the Brotherhood and its various roles, as understood by its mem- 
bers. The group fulfills different roles and carries out diverse activities 
to meet the needs and interests of its members. This is what gives the 
group the ability to maintain a portion of its internal operations even 
if its external activities directed toward society are suspended for the 
time being. 

This is not to say that the Brotherhood will be able to contain the 
anger of all of its supporters, or even that it represents the best available 
model for those Islamists who reject the military coup. Armed groups 
are still very much able to capitalize on this delicate political moment. 
The military coup affected the Brotherhood in ways that could sub- 
stantially change the face of the organization in the years to come. This 
could open the door for a redefinition of the nature of its political, 
social, and religious roles. 

Can the Brotherhood coexist with the current state, regard- 
less of whether Sissi stays or goes? Answering this question is the 
Brotherhood’s central challenge. Until now, the group has not formu- 
lated a clear political vision. Nor does it have the tools to remove the 
military from its political calculus. Therefore, the Brotherhood must 
work with other forces that reject the policies of the current regime. 
Such an alliance can form a broad national front whose goals and 
programs are based on the priorities of the revolution at large. This 
national front could also delineate pragmatic proposals and plans to 
coexist with the political and economic influence of the military for 
the foreseeable future. 

Some Brotherhood members have grappled with these questions and 
presented various proposals, but the group is yet to hold an internal 
dialogue to develop and adopt a unified position. Likewise, military 
leaders have not shown any inclination to reach a settlement with the 
Brotherhood, the conclusion of which could end their reliance on con- 
tinuing repression. This makes it likely that the status quo will persist, 
with all its tragic consequences. 
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The Islamist Experience in Pakistan 


Asif Luqman Qazi, Jamaat-e-Islami 


Editor's Note: Asif Luqman Qazi is a senior figure in Jamaat-e-Islami. 


In his chapter, Matthew Nelson has attempted to cover a multitude 
of different organizations. To focus the discussion, I will elaborate my 
views on Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan, from my perspective as a senior 
figure in the movement. Jamaat-e-Islami (“Jamaat,” or the JI) is a 
mainstream political organization that represents a legalist approach 
to change. This was the original framework that one traditionally 
referred to when speaking about “political Islam.” Though this chapter 
is focused on Jamaat, one may attempt to draw conclusions regarding 
political Islam more generally. 

Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan is distinct among contemporary Islamic 
movements in that it had strong democratic traditions right from its 
inception in 1941; has a written constitution to govern its organiza- 
tion; and has always operated within the framework of the country’s 
constitution. It seeks to bring about societal transformation is through 
appealing to the intellect, organizing communities, and rallying masses 
around its program—just like any other political party in the East or 
West. It believes that Islam provides a universal and dynamic vision of 
life that is valid and relevant for human welfare in all times and places. 

Jamaat adopted the four-point program presented by its founder, 
Abul Ala Maududi, soon after Pakistan came into existence in 1947. 
This program encompasses all its activities. They are: reforming the life 
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and mind at the individual level; organizing, motivating, and training 
virtuous individuals; reforming society more broadly; and reforming 
the government and political structure. From the beginning, Jamaat 
made clear that it would operate through legal means and would not 
resort to secret or underground activities to achieve its objectives. It 
was in this backdrop that Maududi, along with 33 other prominent 
Islamic scholars, took a keen interest in the development of Pakistan’s 
first constitution. These leading scholars—belonging to all recognized 
schools of thought in Islam—unanimously adopted a 22-point char- 
ter to serve as an Islamic basis for the constitution of the country.! 
Maududi was subsequently invited by Pakistan’s founding father, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, to deliver five lectures on the foundations 
of an Islamic system of life. These lectures were broadcast from off- 
cial radio channels and elaborated the social, political, and economic 
underpinnings of a Muslim society that the newly established state was 
to adopt. 


THE INFLUENCE OF ISLAM IN PAKISTAN’'S FOUNDING 


This invitation by Jinnah was in keeping with his vision to establish 
a system based on Islamic ideology. Although there are elements in 
Pakistan that would like to paint Jinnah with a secular brush, the fact of 
the matter is that he made numerous speeches between 1940 and 1947 
where he assured the Muslim masses that the Pakistan he envisaged was 
an Islamic one. For example, in one of his speeches he says, “Pakistan 
does not mean just independence and sovereignty. It means [an] Islamic 
ideology that we have to safeguard; it has been conveyed to us as a 
valuable gift and a treasure.” On November 2, 1942, while addressing 
students at Muslim University in Aligarh, in reference to the proposal 
to partition the Indian subcontinent, he said: “Let me live according to 
my history in the light of Islam, my tradition, culture, and language, 
and you do the same in your zones [of activity].”* His unequivocal 
resolve reflected the aspirations of the Muslims of the subcontinent, 
who had offered sacrifices for a homeland where they could fashion 
their lives according to their faith. The first prime minister of Pakistan, 
Liagat Ali Khan, spoke to the Constituent Assembly upon the adoption 
of the Objectives Resolution. Named for how it lays out the objectives 
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for the future constitution of Pakistan, the Objectives Resolution was 
adopted in 1949. On the occasion, Khan said: 


I would like to remind the house that the Father of the Nation, 
Quaid-e-Azam [Muhammad Ali Jinnah], gave expression of his 
feelings on this matter on many an occasion, and his views were 
endorsed by the nation in unmistakable terms. Pakistan was founded 
because the Muslims of this subcontinent wanted to build up their 
lives in accordance with the teachings and traditions of Islam.‘ 


Within this Islamic framework, the Objectives Resolution proclaims 
Pakistan a democracy with equal rights for all citizens. It pays special 
attention to safeguarding the rights of non-Muslim minorities. What 
this means in essence is that although all citizens have equal rights, the 
state’s ideology will remain Islamic. 

What proponents of secularism in Pakistan have presented from 
other speeches of Jinnah is in fact a negation of theocracy, not Islam. 
It is important to understand this difference.’ There is no concept of a 
formalized clergy in Islam with the function of serving as an intermedi- 
ary between God and man. Islamic principles are liberating and eman- 
cipatory, and uphold a form of government that is participatory, not 
autocratic. This was something that was very clear to both of Pakistan's 
founding fathers, Mohamed Iqbal and Jinnah. In fact, the Constituent 
Assembly of Pakistan presented a workable model for a modern Islamic 
nation-state under the influence of the narrative developed by Iqbal 
and Jinnah. At the 1930 Muslim League convention held in Allahabad, 
Iqbal said: “What, then, is the problem and its implications? Is reli- 
gion a private affair? Would you like to see Islam as a moral and politi- 
cal ideal, meeting the same fate in the world of Islam as Christianity 
has already met in Europe?”® Additionally, Iqbal’s poetry in Urdu and 
Persian is an elaborate testimony to his vision of Islam as a comprehen- 
sive way of life, one inclusive of politics and governance alike. 

In his message to the American people, Jinnah said: 


The constitution of Pakistan has yet to be framed by [the] Pakistan 
Constituent Assembly. I do not know what the ultimate shape of this 
constitution is going to be, but I am sure that it will be of a demo- 
cratic type, embodying the essential principles of Islam. Today, they 
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are as applicable in actual life as they were 1300 years ago. Islam and 
its idealism have taught us democracy. It has taught [the] equality 
of man, justice, and fair play to everybody. We are the inheritors of 
these glorious traditions and are fully alive to our responsibilities and 
obligations as framers of the future constitution of Pakistan.” 


And in another speech to government functionaries on October u, 
1947, he stated: 


The creation of a state of our own was a means to an end and not 
the end in itself. The idea was that we should have a state in which 
we could live and breathe as free men and which we could develop 
according to our own lights and culture, and where principles of 
Islamic social justice could find free play.® 


The Muslims of the subcontinent remained masters of their own des- 
tiny for 800 years. They made up more than a quarter of its total popu- 
lation. With their large numbers, and owing to their distinct culture, 
civilizational heritage, patterns of social organization, and faith, they 
saw themselves not as a minority community, but as a nation in their 
own right. Accordingly, Jinnah supported the two-nation theory and 
the demand for a separate homeland for the Muslims of the subconti- 
nent. The movement for Pakistan was preceded by several social move- 
ments spanning two centuries, searching for the soul of Muslim societal 
life within a broader community of faith and belonging. The educa- 
tional movements of Deoband, Nadwatul Ulema, and Aligarh College 
were social expressions of this revivalist quest. 

The separation of state and faith, or secularism, is a concept devel- 
oped in the Western world by virtue of its own peculiar historical pro- 
cess. The West found renaissance and enlightenment by limiting what it 
considered an oppressive dogmatic theology that had become an obsta- 
cle to progress and development. Muslims, on the other hand, have a 
history contrary to this narrative. For them, faith itself was the source of 
enlightenment, renaissance, and progress. Their glory era—from the 7th 
century AD to the 18th century—was marked by a strict observance to 
their belief system. Enlightened by their faith, they expanded from the 
Prophet's city of Medina to three continents. They reached the zenith of 
knowledge, arts and sciences, warfare and statecraft, trade, industry, and 
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agriculture, and produced a rich treasure of law and jurisprudence. As 
Israeli scholar Martin Kramer writes, “Had there been Nobel prizes in 
1000, they would have gone almost exclusively to Moslems.”? 

Their civilizational progress has remained directly proportional to 
their observance of a dynamic faith, one that provided an enabling 
environment for advancement. Islam transformed their lives and intro- 
duced them to freedom, justice, equality, pluralism, tolerance, human 
dignity, ethics, and morality. They had a message that was not eth- 
nic, divisive, or sectarian but appealed to all of humanity as one frater- 
nity. Although the political form of this high moral ground was lost to 
hereditary dynasties 30 years after the death of the Prophet, these prin- 
ciples remained part of Muslim societies to various degrees for more 
than 1,000 years until their decay in the 19th century. 

Today, the Islamic State is an expression of ignorance about, and not 
an observance of, those glorious traditions. The more Muslims deviated 
from their faith, the more socially primitive they became. The present- 
day decay of Muslims is a consequence of deviation from the political 
and social vision of human life offered up by Islam. Their conditions 
are further complicated by widespread poverty, illiteracy, ignorance, 
corruption, and the oppressive rule of an elite class often subservient to 
Western dominance. Despite these challenges, Islamist movements in 
particular, and Muslim societies in general, see a reversion to an Islamic 
ethos and worldview as a path to progress. In it they see not only a 
path for salvation in the hereafter but also remedies for their worldly 
woes. This sustained relevance of Islam to contemporary conditions, or 
“Islamic exceptionalism” as termed by Shadi Hamid, behooves observ- 
ers of Muslim societies to cultivate deep insights not just into political 
Islam, but into Islam itself.!° 


ISLAM AND THE CONSTITUTION 


Islamism in Pakistan has a history of harmony with constitutional and 
democratic processes. Jamaat, for one, does not demand any radical 
changes to the constitution of Pakistan. It is, in fact, the constitution’s 
implementation in letter and spirit that Jamaat has always struggled for. 
Frequent military interventions have held the full force of the constitu- 
tion in abeyance for about half of Pakistan's life as a country. Even those 
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leaders who have been democratically elected have remained more 
focused on perpetuating their own rule than on functions of gover- 
nance. Neglecting constitutional imperatives has fomented dissent and 
mistrust in the country. Had the government fulfilled its constitutional 
obligations toward the Islamic clauses of constitution, the narrative 
presented by militants might not have found an audience. 

The constitution already has prescribed a framework for all state 
organs to function within the confines of principles of the Quran and 
Sunna. It approves of the advisory status of the Council of Islamic 
Ideology (CII) and the supremacy of parliament in enacting legislation. 
The CII is a constitutional body that advises the legislature on whether 
or not a particular piece of legislation is repugnant to Islam. It consists 
of Islamic scholars adhering to the major schools of thought, as well 
as technocrats. Over the past few decades, the CII has generated an 
enormous number of reports in response to parliamentary inquiries, 
but these reports failed to shape legislation due to government neglect. 
Jamaat is also more than content with the judiciary’s final authority to 
interpret laws and the constitution. Despite the fact that Islamist par- 
ties have had very limited success in parliamentary elections in Pakistan, 
they have always accepted the results and conceded calmly. Their elec- 
toral failure has never wavered their commitment to legalist, constitu- 
tional, and gradualist approaches to bringing about political change. 
They have demonstrated pragmatism and flexibility, particularly during 
their forays into electoral alliances and coalition governments. Jamaat 
has remained a coalition partner with Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim 
League-Nawaz (PML-N) and was part of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal 
(MMA), an alliance of Islamic political parties that led regional govern- 
ments in two provinces. It is currently a coalition partner with Imran 


Khan’s Tehreek-e-Insaf Party (PTI) in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. 


RELIGION AND “THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS” 


It is essential to understand that Islam is referred to as a “faith” that 
encompasses the whole of life, and not as a “religion” that concerns 
itself with a limited set of rituals, ethics, and spirituality. In Pakistan, 
even non-Islamist or secular political parties acknowledge Islam as their 
deen (an all-encompassing way of life). Being a faith, Islam is very much 
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concerned with both what is mundane and what is worldly. It is pre- 
cisely through an engagement with worldly matters that it becomes 
practical and relevant, rather than an abstract theology. “Life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness” is as much an Islamic phrase as it is an 
American one. But the pursuit of happiness has a different cast within 
an Islamic framework, far from the pursuit of worldly desires. A human 
being has spiritual and emotional needs apart from physical needs that 
contribute to his or her happiness. It should not, therefore, come as a 
surprise that Jamaat engages in politics and governance in addition to 
its social and religious activities. 

Jamaat has been part of several administrations at the local and pro- 
vincial levels and has contended with the challenges of governance, as 
well as issues of public welfare and accountability. For long stretches, 
Jamaat’s mayors have led local bodies in Karachi, Pakistan’s largest 
metropolitan city with a population of over 23 million, and have even 
earned appreciation from presidents hostile to the organization, such as 
Pervez Musharraf. The World Bank has acknowledged provincial min- 
isters of Jamaat in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province for their integrity 
and performance." A whole host of issues make up its political agenda: 
education, health care, agriculture, youth employment, ensuring a con- 
tinuous supply of electricity and other public utilities, and rooting out 
corruption. 

There are divergent views among Jamaat members on the question 
of whether the organization should enter into coalitions with other 
parties. While some are of the view that remaining inside the cor- 
ridors of power is useful to gain political influence, others think that 
we should enter into coalitions only when we are in a leading role 
to influence decisions. What distinguishes Jamaat’s leadership at vari- 
ous levels is its religious zeal for public service and a track record of 
transparency and integrity that even political rivals like Imran Khan 
acknowledge. The success of the Turkish Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) has particularly inspired Jamaat members to adjust their 
agenda according to the needs of the masses. The dynamic personal- 
ity of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has had an impact on 
Pakistani society across political parties and has compelled Islamists to 
rethink their strategies and become more inclusive. The Turkish AKP 
has presented a model for Islamist parties with its modern outlook, 
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broad-based organizational structure, and pragmatic bread-and-butter 
political agenda. 


THE QUESTION OF VIOLENCE 


It should be mentioned here that there is nothing intrinsic in Jamaat’s 
program that sets it ona collision course with the West. Even if there are 
divergent views on policies with Western governments, Jamaat makes 
a distinction between a government, on one hand, and its people and 
values on the other. This is the reason Jamaat banned its members from 
burning the flags of any country when protesting against any one gov- 
ernment’ policies. It is, however, necessary to understand that we are 
situated in our own time and space. We cannot remain indifferent to 
events and incidents around us. The events in Afghanistan and Kashmir 
and the continuous “war on terror” over the last 15 years have directly 
affected the life of every Pakistani citizen. When you have more than 
3 million refugees and another 1 million internally displaced per- 
sons in your country, you have to grapple with and respond to the 
situation. Jamaat has always been against foreign intervention in 
Afghanistan, be it by Soviet or NATO forces. During the Soviet inter- 
vention, Jamaat provided political support to the mujahideen and 
their struggle for the liberation of Afghanistan from foreign forces. 
Similarly, Jamaat organized mass rallies against the American invasion 
of Afghanistan. Its members have been engaged in relief activities for 
Afghan refugees on humanitarian grounds. However, contrary to neg- 
ative propaganda, Jamaat never itself engaged in militant resistance. 
During the Soviet occupation, some Jamaat members, motivated to 
support Afghans in their resistance against foreign occupation, joined 
the mujahideen entirely on their own accord as volunteers, without 
any involvement from the organization. This occurred during a time 
in which the Pakistani government itself, as well as many other coun- 
tries (including the United States), lent their support to the Afghan 
resistance. These Jamaat members were asked to return after the 
Soviet withdrawal. 

Apart from Afghanistan, Matthew Nelson’s chapter mentions two 
other contexts where Jamaat is alleged to have been involved in mili- 
tancy: East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and occupied Kashmir. Both 
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of these cases are exceptional and extraordinary situations where the 
people of these regions found themselves the victims of foreign military 
invasion and occupation. The invading Indian army engaged in gross 
human rights violations in both places. On the Kashmir issue, there 
are United Nations resolutions that call for the right of the Kashmiri 
people to self-determination by plebiscite. Over 100,000 Kashmiris, 
mostly peaceful, have given their lives in their struggle for self-deter- 
mination. Their resistance is indigenous, principled, and legal. Pakistan 
is committed to support this movement, as Kashmir is an unfinished 
story in the partition of the subcontinent. Jamaat, however, condemns 
attacks on innocent civilians, whether in India or in any other part of 
the world. That being said, such attacks by dubious elements should 
not be used as a pretext to malign the genuine resistance of Kashmiris 
against Indian occupation. 

In East Pakistan, it was the Indian army that organized a separat- 
ist militia named Mukti Bahni. The current Indian prime minister, 
Narendra Modi, proudly admitted that India supported Bangladesh to 
attain its freedom from Pakistan. ’ Mukti Bahni started targeting and 
killing those who were against the secession of East Pakistan. Jamaat 
members were compelled to form the Al-Badar organization in defense, 
with the support of the Pakistan army. Over the past 45 years, Jamaat- 
e-Islami Bangladesh has actively participated in the electoral process 
in Bangladesh. The people of Bangladesh have shown their trust in 
Jamaat. There, the Jamaat was part of the coalition government.’ The 
executions of Jamaat leaders in Bangladesh have been condemned by 
international human rights organizations, who have questioned the 
integrity and legality of the judicial process.“ The Bangladeshi govern- 
ment is also heavily influenced by the Indian government and has tried 
to level false allegations against Jamaat’s leadership as a way to appease 
India. 

It would be unfair to ignore the more than seven decades of peace- 
ful, political, and social activism of Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan and 
instead focus on regional disputes to define Jamaat. In all three of 
the aforementioned cases, foreign military invasions and the failure 
of the state to provide security to all its citizens have been major 
factors contributing to violent conflict. This is akin to blaming the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt for Palestinian resistance by linking the 
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actions of Hamas to that of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, as if it 
were a direct proxy. 

On the topic of Jamaat’s generally amicable relations with Pakistan's 
military, such engagement has been carried out in the national interest 
and in the framework of the Pakistani constitution. There have been 
moments of both convergence with and divergence from the military. 
On the latter, for example, Jamaat played a key role in the Lawyers 
Movement that brought an end to the unconstitutional regime of 
General Pervez Musharraf. 

As far as militant organizations in Pakistan such as Tehreek-e- Taliban 
(TTP) are concerned, there are domestic root causes that have contrib- 
uted to their emergence, but, at the same time, these factors have been 
exploited by foreign intelligence agencies to further their own regional 
objectives. In any case, Jamaat has always condemned these mind- 
less attacks on innocent civilians that cannot be justified under any 
logic. Jamaat leaders have also paid the price for these condemnations. 
Several of its local leaders in areas like Peshawar, Darra Adam Khel, 
Hangu, and Swat have been and continue to be killed by these mili- 
tants. Particularly notable was the targeting of Jamaat’s former emir, 
Qazi Hussain Ahmad in November 2012.’” Along with other political 
parties, Jamaat has also supported the government’s National Action 
Plan that provides full moral, political, and legal support to Pakistan’s 
armed forces operating against militant groups to rid the country of the 
scourge of terrorism. 


CHANGING INTERNAL STRUCTURES AND FOCUSING ON ELECTIONS 


While its ideological impact has been fairly broad, Jamaat has thus far 
had limited success in parliamentary elections. There are several reasons 
for this. Jamaat’s distinctive organizational structure is frequently cited 
as a reason for its limited electoral victories. Some analysts note that 
our organizational structure is more suitable for a revolutionary strug- 
gle, and not necessarily parliamentary elections. Jamaat leaders like 
Qazi Hussain Ahmad, Khurram Murad, and Khurshid Ahmad have 
expressed the need to adopt a more open and broad-based organization 
suitable to political campaigning. This is despite the fact that Jamaat is 
considered the most internally democratic party in Pakistan, one that 


272 ENGAGING ISLAMISTS 


conducts regular elections at each level of the organization. A report 
published by a think tank, the Pakistan Institute of Legislative 
Development and Transparency (PILDAT), testifies to this fact.’° At 
times, one feels a lethargic contentedness among some of Jamaat’s lead- 
ers and members, despite its poor electoral performance. They are not 
particularly obsessed with winning elections as much as they are keen 
on participating in them. For us, mass communication of our message 
is an objective in its own right, and elections provide an occasion for 
this. This approach has been the subject of debate within Jamaat for 
quite some time now. 

The electoral success of Islamically oriented political parties in 
Turkey, Egypt, and Tunisia has underlined the need for bringing about 
basic changes in political strategy and organizational structure. Jamaat 
certainly wishes to broaden its social base to achieve greater electoral 
success as well as to have a more pragmatic structure that encourages 
influential personalities to run for leadership positions, rather than 
treating them as equal to ordinary members. Jamaat experimented with 
the Pakistan Islamic Front and a youth organization named Pasban in 
the early 1990s, creating quite a stir in national politics, but elections 
came too early for them to properly prepare. These innovative struc- 
tures created friction among the old guard and the new recruits within 
the organization, and consequently, they were rolled back after the 1993 
elections to maintain organizational unity. 

Another issue is a lack of real focus on winning elections as an objec- 
tive. Jamaat’s organization has a heavy ideological and social agenda that 
consumes considerable human and financial resources. Other political 
parties make elections their sole focus. One solution currently on the 
table is the creation of an independent political wing, although under the 
same central emir. It appears this debate will surface more strongly after 
the 2018 general elections. Before then, Jamaat’s leadership will likely have 
to make some kind of decision on the issue. If and when this decision is 
made, it would allow room for the now-marginalized but more capable 
cadre of affiliates to get involved in the party. These people prefer to stay 
on the margins because of Jamaat’s regimental structure and rigorous 
organizational activities, which they find difficult to keep up with. The 
new structure would also allow the political wing to remain focused on 
elections; provide an enabling environment, one that would have softer 
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rhetoric with regard to ideology; and adopt a more credibly populist 
approach that would resonate with the masses. This, in turn, would allow 
the party to relax its generally strict culture to attract a broader base of 
women and youth. The party has already started taking some substan- 
tive measures in this direction. Women and youth have been designated 
as priority areas in the Shura Council’s 2015 plan for the following three 
years. Eleven special seats have also been added for women in the 75- 
member Central Shura. The Women’s Wing is now more active in inter- 
national fora. A more popular culture for youth has been adopted with a 
focus on sports. In addition, Jamaat’s social media operation is one of the 
most proactive among political parties in Pakistan. 


“POLITICAL ISLAM’ IS OFTEN used in a very broad sense, often lacking in 
nuance. The phrase is employed to include far more than just political 
groups or parties. Militant, terrorist, and social service relief organiza- 
tions are also grouped under the term. Lumping them together can lead 
to serious misconceptions. It bothers us that Jamaat is being viewed 
through lenses of hostility and suspicion, in part because of an alleged 
association with extremist groups that are also considered “Islamists.” It 
bothers us because we don’t form our perception of America by look- 
ing at the likes of the alt-right or white nationalists, even though such 
groups and individuals may enjoy significant public support. We will 
not be able to develop mutual trust if we base our relations on stereo- 
typing and assuming the worst. I firmly believe that cordial relations 
between mainstream Islamist movements and the West can and should 
be developed. I end here with a quote from the analyst and expert on 
Islamist movements Graham Fuller: 


Does Political Islam represent the last heroic stand of Muslim cul- 
tural resistance to galloping globalization with an American accent? 
Or does it represent the beginning of a new synthesis of Islam 
with contemporaneity, enabling Muslim society and culture to 
move into the new millennium more confident of its own cultural 
foundations?!” 


I certainly believe in the latter of the two prospects. 


ae 


More than the Muslim Brotherhood: The 
Problem of Hamas and Jordan’s Islamic 
Movement 


Nael al-Masalha, of the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood 
in Conversation with Shadi Hamid 


THE LONGSTANDING STABILITY BETWEEN Jordan’s Muslim Brother- 
hood and the Jordanian regime has often been interrupted by 
changes in strategy on both sides. We are in one of those fluid 
phases right now. In his chapter, Brandeis University’s David Patel also 
addresses the effects of the Arab Spring—especially after Mohamed 
Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood won in Egypt—which led to a 
series of internal revisions and changes within Jordan’s Islamic move- 
ment. That said, I do agree with Patel that there hasn't been much fun- 
damental change in how the movement and the regime perceive each 
other. In other words, the relationship will neither end completely 
nor change dramatically. 

Speaking as a longtime figure in the Brotherhood, there are, in my opin- 
ion, several reasons for the recent divisions with the Jordanian Brotherhood’s 
ranks. The first has to do with Hamas’s complicated and controversial rela- 
tionship with the Islamic movement in Jordan. Hamas changed its organ- 
izational structure and strategic vision to more effectively deal with both 
the Jordanian regime and the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood, with which 
it has deep ties (értibat al-adawi). These changes began in earnest after 
Hamas moved its leadership from Jordan to Syria in 1999. 
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Hamas has now turned into an organic and independent organi- 
zation. These developments started in early 2001 and ended in 2008, 
which is when Hamas became a regional organization directly afhli- 
ated with the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood’s Guidance Bureau rather 
than its own formal leadership in Jordan. 

After this organizational independence solidified, Hamas found 
itself looking for a strong base of support for the movement, one deeply 
rooted in society that would allow it to operate in broad daylight rather 
than in an opaque manner. Thus, Hamas looked strategically at Jordan 
for its deeply rooted Palestinian presence and the growth potential of 
its population. According to some estimates, as many as 60 percent 
of Jordanians are of Palestinian origin. Also, the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Jordan and its affiliated institutions—including the Islamic Action 
Front—have traditionally enjoyed considerable financial and politi- 
cal resources. Therefore, it was both natural and easy to penetrate the 
Brotherhood’s organization given Hamas’s capabilities, namely, its 
overwhelming popularity as a result of its repeated victories in Gaza, its 
steadfastness in Palestine within and beyond the Green Line (pre-1967 
borders), and the sympathy and support it enjoyed from Palestinians in 
the diaspora and by Arab Muslims across the globe. 

There arose a change in the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood’s lead- 
ership in 2008, in conjunction with Hamas’s breakaway from the 
Brotherhood’s leadership in Jordan. This amounted to a coup within 
the Brotherhood, which came about as a result of the Brotherhood’s 
leadership crossing all the red lines that had come to define relations 
between Islamists of Palestinian origin and those of Jordanian origin. 
Of particular significance was the appointment of a general overseer! for 
the Brotherhood and a secretary-general for the Islamic Action Front— 
both of Palestinian origin—who were well known for their loyalty to 
Hamas. More important, however, was how Hamas was able to pen- 
etrate and consequently exert control over all aspects of the Jordanian 
Brotherhood. In so doing, they were able to make it seem that if you 
werent with Hamas, you were against the Islamic movement overall, or 
that if you werent’ for the Palestinian cause, you were for the Jordanian 
regime and its various agencies. 

Hamas worked in an organized fashion within the Jordanian 
Brotherhood and its affliated institutions, injecting huge amounts of 
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money to recruit members—some of Jordanian origin—who became 
increasingly active and engaged in the Brotherhood’s projects. This 
resulted in Hamas consolidating control over the Brotherhood’s orga- 
nization in Jordan. Longtime Brotherhood members of Jordanian 
origin started to become nervous after sensing that the group’s new 
leadership was adopting a non-Jordanian unpatriotic agenda. They felt 
that the leadership was using the membership as pawns to implement 
the policies of Hamas, which had begun to interfere in every detail. 

This situation—which started worsening during the Arab Spring— 
led to the following splits: first, a group of first- and second-rank 
Brotherhood leaders put forward the Jordanian Building Initiative, 
known popularly as Zamzam. Zamzam concentrates on presenting 
a project of national reform based on citizenship; loyalty to Jordan 
(while retaining an Islamic identity in line with the Jordanian con- 
stitution); the acceptance of others regardless of religion and politi- 
cal orientation as long as they accept joint action within a national 
inclusive framework; and a desire to maintain a collegial and non- 
confrontational spirit when interacting with any party, including the 
Jordanian regime. 

This approach was met with harsh rejection by the Brotherhood’s 
leadership, which, as discussed earlier, had come to represent Hamas's 
interests. Consequently, the leadership instructed its affiliated writers— 
who enjoy financial and logistical support from Hamas—to attack the 
idea and link it to being a scheme of Jordanian intelligence, and subse- 
quently claim that Zamzam was a means by which to bring the Islamic 
movement under state influence. 

Second, because of adverse reactions to the Zamzam initia- 
tive within the broader Islamic movement, another group of 
Brotherhood members tried to put forward a reform project of their 
own, leading to the formation of the “Group of Elders” (Majmwa 
al-Hukama). Comprised of first-generation former Brotherhood 
and Islamic Action Front leaders, this new body could also claim a 
significant membership of Palestinian origin. The Group of Elders 
warned against the Brotherhood leadership’s behavior, stating that 
it was putting the group and its future in Jordan at risk and call- 
ing for its dismissal and restructuring. This resulted in the Group 
of Elders coalescing around a centrist position. They proclaimed 
that they had lost hope in the leadership of the Brotherhood and 
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mobilized supporters to announce the establishment of a new party. 
This group has been revitalizing its internal procedures and engag- 
ing in discussions with many parties—including those behind the 
Zamzam Initiative. However, Zamzam’s leadership rejected in prin- 
ciple the idea of a merger with the Group of Elders. Zamzam ulti- 
mately put the issue to rest by registering a new party of their own 
called the National Congress Party (Hizb al-Mu‘tamar al-Watani). 
As of the time of writing, the party is still in its early stages, with 
roughly 20 percent of its members coming over from the Jordanian 
Brotherhood, and 80 percent from elsewhere. 

Third, the establishment of a new organization called the Muslim 
Brotherhood Society (Jamiyyah al-Ikhwan al-Muslimeen)—with the 
installation of Abdul Majeed Thneibat as the society’s general overseer— 
was a significant development. The society was established following 
conferences discussing the Brotherhood’s reform efforts. A chorus of 
voices then emerged calling for the dismissal of then-General Overseer 
Hammam Said, a revision of the Brotherhood’s organizational statutes, 
and a restructuring of its leadership. 

During these developments (which were being watched closely by 
the Jordanian government), a discreet meeting was held in January 
2015 between Abdul Majeed Thneibat and His Majesty King Abdullah 
II at the Royal Palace. According to Abdul Majeed Thneibat, His 
Majesty the King expressed concern that Arab leaders would bring 
up the case of the Muslim Brotherhood in member states, including 
Jordan, during their next meeting—which was scheduled to be held 
in early March. He added that many wanted designate the Muslim 
Brotherhood as an illegal terrorist group within Arab League member 
states. In this meeting, a request was made to help the Jordanian state 
avoid any embarrassment, especially since the Brotherhood had a long 
history of legal participation in Jordan, to the point where it had its own 
Jordan-specific slogans. The request was clear: the Jordanian Muslim 
Brotherhood had to rectify its legal status in terms of its registration 
permit to continue operating according to the current Jordanian laws 
in force. It also had to change its founding statutes, which asserted 
the group’s organizational ties with the Brotherhood in Egypt. Abdul 
Majeed Thneibat then invited a group of Brotherhood members and 
explained the situation. They then discussed possible ways forward, 
arriving at a decision to register the group under the name “Muslim 
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Brotherhood Society,” and to appoint an interim leadership for six 
months until elections were held to choose a new leadership. They 
would then be in compliance with Jordanian law. 

All in all, there are now four organizations or groups that have 
emerged from the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood thus far: 


1. The old or parent group led by Hammam Said 

2. The Muslim Brotherhood Society led by Abdul Majeed Thneibat 

3. The group functioning under the auspices of Zamzam and its 
attendant National Congress Party 

4. The Group of Elders, which has recently announced the formation 
of a new political party under the name of the Partnership and 
Rescue Party (Hizb al-Shiraka wal-Inqadh). 


THE CURRENT REALITY 


When Zaki Bani Irsheid—then the Brotherhood’s deputy general over- 
seer—was released from prison in 2016, he put forward an initiative based 
on the principles of Zamzam to contain the ongoing division, but it was 
shrouded in uncertainty and mistrust and was thus met with extreme 
caution.” The proposal promoted cooperation across the range of views 
within the organization, as well as dialogue between the various factions. 

To the ever-watchful Jordanian government, the Islamist scene today is 
in a state of disarray and division. The government is attempting to perpet- 
uate this weakness in any way possible to keep the Islamic movement weak, 
rather than risk the likely costlier option of attempting to eliminate it. 

Consequently, this weakness and division is reflected in the Islamic 
movement's other social, political, advocacy, and union initiatives. It 
has also lowered public confidence in its ability to serve the nation, 
rectify the culture of corruption, or address the general weakness of 
civil society. 


THE VISION 


The overall situation in and around Jordan—especially given the pres- 
ence of Daesh (the Islamic State) at its borders, the failure to reach a 
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fair solution to the Palestinian conflict, and the region’s preoccupation 
with different and sometimes conflicting agendas—keep each party 
within Jordan and within the Islamic movement in a near-constant 
state of suspense. The state, taking advantage of the situation, is trying 
to weaken the Islamic movement's presence and activity. In response, 
the movement is trying to endure, while sometimes overlooking the 
gravity of the situation, waiting for things to pass like a summer cloud. 
This paves the way for other groups—such as Zamzam—to fill politi- 
cal vacuum and address blind spots. This gives them a better chance, 
especially given that Zamzam’s ideology is a departure from the path 
of dawa (religious education and advocacy), which the parent Muslim 
Brotherhood group, the Muslim Brotherhood Society, and the Group 
of Elders have all retained. 


SHADI HAMID RESPONDS 


I have two quick comments and questions. First, would it be possible for 
you to address David Patel’s thesis that “what is almost always described 
as an ideological divide is better understood as an ‘ethnic’ or ‘communal’ 
one”? It sounds like you would agree with this to an extent, but I would be 
curious to hear a bit more, including on the question of whether ideology 
and religious and moral issues are important in understanding tensions 
between “hawks” and “doves” within the Muslim Brotherhood. Also, you 
focus on the question of Hamas, which is obviously very important, but 
what about divides over how confrontational the Jordanian Brotherhood 
should be toward the government? There's the perception among some 
in the old Hammam Said-led Brotherhood that the new (breakaway) 
Muslim Brotherhood Society has been too deferential toward the monar- 
chy and hasn't pushed hard enough for political change. To what extent is 
this a legitimate concern? 

Second, could you say a bit more about the effects of the military 
coup in Egypt on Jordan's Islamic movement? How much did what 
was going on in Egypt and the fear of a repeat scenario drive the new 
strategy of those like Zamzam, the Muslim Brotherhood Society, and 
the Group of Elders? 
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On your first question, I think that the ideological and religious dimen- 
sions of the orientation of the group’s doves and hawks are completely 
different from the regional dimension. 

Brotherhood members of Palestinian origin do not differ on the 
need to support Hamas’s project in Jordan and Palestine; rather, 
they only differ at times on the details. The Brotherhood mem- 
bers of Jordanian origin and the hawks who support Hamas's proj- 
ect and work for its support apparatuses do so because they are 
attracted to its religious and ideological framing. They are also 
sometimes drawn in as a result of their personal and religious inter- 
ests converging. 

On the other hand, doves of Jordanian origin who are either involved 
in the Zamzam project, the Group of Elders, or the new Muslim 
Brotherhood Society engage in religious activity to serve the interests 
of a national project. They are thus closer to the regime in approach 
and are more likely to avoid confrontation, preferring to stick to “soft” 
opposition in pursuit of political reform within the framework of their 
ideological convictions. 

Regarding the coup in Egypt, it has become evident that the coup 
has failed to provide for the needs of the Egyptian people. The gradual 
decline in enthusiasm among the Egyptian public toward the coup and 
the resulting regime has provided an impetus for Islamic movements to 
once again embark upon a project of reform and proffer political Islam 
as society's next alternative. 

Furthermore, in addition to the Egyptian experience, both the 
Libyan experience (with General Khalifa Haftar) and the Yemeni expe- 
rience (with former president Ali Abdullah Saleh) have failed to provide 
a viable alternative to political Islam. 

The societal consciousness of the Arab people is gradually moving 
toward a greater level of mistrust in the military. This reality will surely 
be exploited in the future by Islamic movements running on platforms 
of peaceful and gradual reform and will aid their being accepted by the 
people. This is precisely what is encouraging a few trends in Jordan at 
the moment, such as: 
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1. Zamzam’s establishment of an affiliated political party, The National 
Congress Party, and the establishment of the Elders’ party, the 
Partnership and Rescue Party, as I mentioned earlier. 

2 A change within even the parent Muslim Brotherhood movement 
toward greater openness, coalition-building with a more national 
orientation, and a focus on “soft” opposition. 

3. A decline in support for the Muslim Brotherhood Society, due to 
its inability to formulate a new and inspiring political project. It is 
currently lost, having failed to distinguish itself from various other 
emerging ideas and political parties. 


Religion, Ideology, and Organization 


18 


How Much Do Organizational 
Structures Matter? 


Jacob Olidort in Conversation with Raphaél Lefévre 


JACOB OLIDORT 


Given the changes in identities, doctrines, and actions of Islamist 
groups vying in the tumultuous past six years, Rethinking Political Islam 
is a critical opening for a new conversation on how we—in academic, 
policy, and public debates—think about those Islamist groups we con- 
sider to be politically relevant. The 20 chapters all underscore the com- 
mon tension between the ideological principles of these organizations 
and the alliances they have made, some of which go against these very 
principles. To those who consider the long view of modern Middle 
East history, these tensions come as no surprise, given that these are all 
movements whose founding doctrines and early development during 
the 2oth century were just as much determined by political pressures 
and personal interests. 

While personality and generational differences have historically been 
factors in how and whether groups survive in shifting political envi- 
ronments, the pressures and stakes changed dramatically after the 2011 
uprisings, when many Islamists were able to test their principles in posi- 
tions of power and when the significance of their actions was ampli- 
fied across the region through social media channels. As the chapters of 
Monica Marks and Raphaél Lefevre show, the missteps of the region’s 
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oldest Islamist group, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, had the effect 
of alienating it from other Islamist groups in the region. 

The impact of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s actions on the 
self-perceptions and maneuvers of Islamists elsewhere are one example 
of the ways in which local actions can have new kinds of transregional 
impact. However, even where this impact is felt, these chapters remind 
us of the need to tread carefully when describing how these groups 
relate to and influence one another in their ambitions and priorities. 
Here Joseph Liow provides a helpful reminder in the case of Southeast 
Asia and the connections between local groups and their counterparts 
in the Middle East. He argues that Islamists were able to build trans- 
national connections through both the organizational efforts of stu- 
dent groups, such as the Himpunan Mahasiswa Islam in Indonesia and 
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia, and through coordinated humanitarian 
efforts on behalf of regional political causes. 

Liow’s discussion of the role of humanitarian campaigns and stu- 
dent organizations in forging transnational bonds raises some of the 
key questions we face when trying to understand the formation of 
new “imagined communities” of Islamists both across and beyond the 
Middle East, as well as within particular countries. Namely, do the 
members of local Islamist groups build transregional links because 
they identify with a common Islamist ideology; or because of shared 
communal experiences of living under authoritarian states (as, for 
example, Marks shows with Tunisian nahdawis recalling their treat- 
ment under Ben Ali when looking at Sissi); or perhaps it is because 
of the sectarian nature of certain conflicts; or still professional and 
personal ties? 

Ironically, the nature of these connections has become more 
confused with the greater visibility we now have with social media 
platforms. Likewise, changes at home can be caused by foreign 
policy decisions, and the reverse. Here Toby Matthiesen, in his 
chapter, shows how local Saudi support for the king ebbed and 
flowed not because of domestic issues but rather because of per- 
ceptions of the king in relation to major foreign policy develop- 
ments, especially the country’s backing of Sissi’s government in 
Egypt and its response to heightened Iranian influence in the 
region. Similarly, David Patel reminds us concerning Islamists in 
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Jordan that “the difference between so-called ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ 
has more to do with disagreements about how accommodationist 
the Islamic movement should be with the Jordanian government 
than it does with ideological differences.” In other words, the local 
and the regional environment can be equally, if not more, deter- 
minative of Islamist politics than ideological principles. Indeed, 
with the increased sectarian dimension of many Middle East con- 
flicts, it is these external factors that help define the narratives 
and ideological priorities of Islamist groups and influence their 
political alignments. 

This raises another important issue of locating the influence and 
impact of these groups. Much like the caution with which we describe 
relationships between Islamist movements, so too is it especially 
important to rethink the assumptions of where their political influ- 
ence actually comes from. Here Matthew Nelson’s chapter on Islamist 
parties that wield considerable influence in Pakistan despite their poor 
electoral performance is a trend increasingly on display in the Middle 
East, particularly given voters’ low confidence (and interest) in formal 
political processes. This general political apathy may mean that, in 
contrast to the early days of the Arab uprisings when Islamists found 
opportunity within formal political institutions, perhaps Islamists 
today dont feel they need to rely on these spaces to claim influence. 
And it is perhaps for this reason that ultraconservative Salafi groups, 
who for decades explicitly eschewed formal politics, are today more 
capable of maneuvering within political spaces that are either fluid 
or failed. Thus, much like Nelson’s argument concerning Pakistan’s 
Islamist groups, the poor performance of the Salafi Nour party, which 
won only 12 seats in the 2015 Egyptian elections, should in no way 
be misconstrued as a commentary on the weak influence of Islamic 
politics in Egypt. Rather, to locate the dynamics of Islamic politics in 
Egypt, as in other countries, we now need to look elsewhere—in par- 
ticular to social media platforms, publications, mosques, and the var- 
ious public spaces throughout Egypt—to witness where real political 
influence is being negotiated. 

Curiously, the chapters generally don’t highlight the most impor- 
tant change that took place—that all of these movements were prod- 
ucts of a late 2oth-century political space characterized by a stable, 
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or at the very least predictable, political infrastructure and culture. 
By the time these groups had politically matured, they found them- 
selves operating within semi-authoritarian states whose accommo- 
dation (or, more often, lack thereof) of Islamist participation was 
relatively easy to assess. And it was in response to such predictable 
and stable political spaces that these Islamist groups formed their 
identities. Today, by contrast, in nearly every country surveyed, the 
local government has a mere facade of stability, at best, and rather 
little about its policies that can be described as predictable. This adds 
a measure of uncertainty for the Islamists operating within those 
borders—indeed, just as we are trying to rethink political Islam, so 
too are Islamists rethinking their Islamism in relation to uncertain 
local and regional settings. 

Aside from the stability of local governments, the other major dif- 
ference from the pre-2o11 political situation is that political culture is 
increasingly being defined and arbitrated in sectarian terms—a point 
that, interestingly, only one chapter discusses in any significant way. 
Even though the main theater of sectarian tensions is in Iraq, Syria, 
and Yemen, and while at the state level only Saudi Arabia and Iran 
have officially embraced the themes that would make it relevant, it 
is the sectarian significance of these conflicts that reverberates across 
borders and could determine, for example, the “mouvance” (to use 
Monica Marks’s term) of Salafi-jihadists in places like Tunisia. More 
discussion of this new sectarian flavor in regional politics would pro- 
vide added insight into the regional rise of voices, such as those of 
the Salafis, precisely because it is they who have created the political 
language for reading significance into sectarian tensions. 

Third is the question of social media, which earned no significant 
treatment in these studies. While it is certainly easy to overstate the 
importance of social media, there are significant analytical risks of 
understating it. After all, it is through social media that the sectarian 
portrayal of regional conflict is promoted, and it is through social media 
that new transregional links are created in ways that hadn't existed prior 
to 2011. Therefore, not considering the role, if not the responsibility, of 
social media in some of these large-scale shifts risks mischaracterizing 


HOW MUCH DO ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES MATTER 289 


the dynamics of Islamist groups as merely local phenomena (and they 
may, in some cases, be just that). 

Finally, in terms of categories and terms, we too often remain mar- 
ried to pre-2011 typologies. Here Marks’s observation regarding “the 
tendency, in both local and Western press, to label religiously ori- 
ented actors as diverse as Salafi-jihadists, Boko Haram, the Egyptian 
Brotherhood, and Ennahda as ‘Islamists’ [having] generated additional 
confusion regarding Ennahda’s identity” is just as relevant beyond the 
case of Ennahda, and for which my own work tries to provide some 
granularity.' When looking at the Kuwaiti case, for example, even the 
line between “Muslim Brotherhood” and “activist Salafi” has been 
blurred. It is precisely when these groups are rethinking their found- 
ing doctrines within fluid political settings that the academic and 
policy communities would do well to revisit the fundamental differ- 
ences between these groups (e.g., the legal-theological Salafi orienta- 
tion vs. the modern political ideology of the Brotherhood) as entry 
points for understanding them. Specifically, it is the very distinctions 
between the priorities of Salafis and Brotherhood-inspired organiza- 
tions—the former aiming to ensure that only their understanding of 
Islamic ritual and creed dominates, the latter that Islam in general be 
in a position of social and political influence—that provide the key to 
understanding the different approaches to popular mobilization each 
uses and why the former may resonate more today. 

Indeed, given the scale of all of these political shifts and the blurring 
of lines between groups, how precisely can we tell “extremists” from 
“nonextremists,” and what does it mean to be “radical” (i.e., radical 
in relation to what?) versus “moderate”? Certainly, the Islamic State is 
unique in its grotesque brutality, which has alienated the organization 
from even other jihadist groups, and can therefore be treated as an 
isolated phenomenon. But when comparing the objectives and nature 
of the many other groups, from the al-Qaeda-afhiliated jihadists to the 
Syrian militants to the nonviolent Salafis, might we as scholars not do 
well to provide to readers some deeper and more descriptive vocabu- 
lary for distinguishing these myriad groups at a time when so much 
is at stake? Moreover, there is an added epistemological risk of using 
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terms like “extremist” and “moderate” to distinguish, for example, 
between the various Syrian opposition groups; we need to remember 
that local voices (Assad, for example) use these same terms to push 
their own very different, and often destructive, interests and agendas. 

Here it is surprising to see some of the chapters promote the “inclu- 
sion-moderation hypothesis” as applied to the Muslim Brotherhood, 
especially given that we now know the opaque nature of the causes 
and contexts in which they have evolved over the last six years. Here 
Courtney Freer offers the helpful reminder that “Islamists do not nec- 
essarily moderate when included in a political system, nor do they 
always privilege ideological policies over systemic political change more 
broadly.” 

It seems that given the transformative nature of these large-scale 
political changes, these circumstances must be somehow integrated 
into our new thinking about political Islam, and specifically toward 
understanding various Islamic groups as dynamic and relational to 
their political environments. Here I disagree somewhat with Raphaél 
Lefévre’s argument that we need “a renewed focus on the kind of inter- 
nal dynamics which take place within Islamist groups [that] may shed 
light on the factors accounting for their resilience.” He argues for 
adopting resource mobilization theory, in which Islamist groups are 
studied according to their “organizational survival,” and suggests look- 
ing at the internal bureaucracy that provides political and professional 
opportunities to those who commit to a group’s cause. This may be 
the case, but I wonder about the relevance of using these bureaucratic 
relationships as an analytical prism at a time when Islamist groups 
political context is not always bureaucratic, much less local, and 
when the increasing fragility of states does not always accommodate 
the functions of organized bureaucracies. Rather, with the globaliza- 
tion of the political sphere and the greater contact between various 
Islamist groups, it may be more productive to understand them in 
relation to those broader circumstances. Specifically, borrowing from 
a typology I used to describe the different kinds of sectarianisms in 
the Middle East, we could better understand Islamist groups today in 
functional terms as they carve out spaces for themselves within these 
new settings: institutional—whether and to what degree they directly 
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engage with local political institutions; exploitative—whether they 
embrace violent mechanisms to exploit local instability; or accommo- 
dationist—in which they engage politically relevant themes without 
challenging existing institutions or directly becoming involved in for- 
mal politics.” 


RAPHAEL LEFEVRE RESPONDS 


Rethinking Political Islam has offered welcome room for debate on 
the shifting dynamics shaping Muslim Brotherhood groups in a new 
Middle East. Jacob Olidort’s contribution is particularly useful in two 
respects. First, he highlights some of the contemporary issues affect- 
ing the Brotherhood that scholars have not sufficiently examined, 
such as the role of social media and simmering sectarian tensions. 
Second, and most important, he steps into the theoretical debate 
about Islamic mobilization to argue that researchers must rethink cer- 
tain assumptions in light of what we know now. In his view, today’s 
Islamist movements are the “products” of their immediate political 
environment—in other words, to understand the decisions made by 
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, one needs to look primarily at the 
“external circumstances” surrounding it, such as the Egyptian regime’s 
crackdown on the movement since 2013. He worries that scholars, in 
formulating their analyses, have not sufficiently taken into account 
the sheer scale of political change the region has witnessed since the 
Arab Spring. 

That context deeply matters and impacts political—and, in our 
case, Islamist—mobilization is actually a central theme of the chap- 
ters included in Rethinking Political Islam and is, more broadly, a 
well-established argument in the theoretical literature. But there 
are major issues with viewing this approach as the primary factor 
explaining the “ideological priorities” and “political alignment” of 
Islamist groups. Indeed, it implicitly denies them agency and auton- 
omy from their immediate political environment while effectively 
sidelining complementary theoretical perspectives. What instead 
appears timely, in a Middle Eastern context marked by repression, 
civil war, and state collapse, is to look at how national and regional 
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politics impact internal dynamics within these groups. Movements 
affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood are characterized by a com- 
plex decision-making process, thus making their very strategies and 
ideological platforms the result of virulent debates and internal power 
struggles. These are sophisticated organizations and informal bureau- 
cracies with an agency of their own. 


The Brotherhood as a “Bureaucracy” 


Considering Muslim Brotherhood movements as “bureaucracies” may 
at first glance seem out of tune with prevailing perceptions of the cur- 
rent state of the Middle Fast. Jacob Olidort thus wonders about the 
relevance of this approach “at a time when their political context is not 
always bureaucratic, much less local, and when the increasing fragility of 
states does not always accommodate the functions of organized bureau- 
cracies.” In reality, however, there is no necessary contradiction between 
these groups’ organizational sophistication and the unstable political 
context around them. First, viewing the Muslim Brotherhood as an 
informal bureaucracy does not imply that it functions like a Weberian- 
style centralized and hierarchical public administration. It merely refers 
to the organization’s seemingly unique capacity, in the Islamist field, 
to develop its own decision-making model and mobilize resources and 
staff to achieve its ends. This perspective on the Brotherhood is not in 
contradiction with others—in fact, it seeks to offer a more complete 
picture of the movement by going beyond discourse analysis to under- 
stand the complex web of factors that shape its decisions on crucial 
issues. 

Second, the currently dire situation faced by Muslim Brotherhood 
branches in Syria and Egypt, both in exile due to the considerable 
repression they face at home, does not diminish the relevance of such an 
approach—if anything, it heightens it. This may seem counterintuitive. 
Yet my research into the evolution of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood’s 
networks since 1982 (when it was forced out of the country) suggests 
that as Islamist groups go into exile, their priority shifts to organizational 
survival—and bureaucracy is the only tool they are left with. They use it 
to continue thriving abroad by developing a professional cadre of mem- 
bers, socializing sympathizers into party loyalty, mobilizing resources to 
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create social and political opportunities for members, and protecting 
themselves against major splits. In fact, the Brotherhood’s ability to use 
its bureaucratic structures and networks is what has allowed it, in the 
Syrian case and, I suspect, in the Tunisian and Libyan cases too, to sur- 
vive against the odds for decades in exile before making surprisingly 
successful comebacks. They may have lost ground since 2012 but their 
resilience owes much to their organization. 


Setting a New Research Agenda 


While this institutionalist approach points to the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
strengths, it also highlights some of the group’s weaknesses. As a social 
movement grows older and gains in organizational sophistication, its 
structures are likely to become more “oligarchized.” Members, who 
often depend on its bureaucracy for social and professional reasons, 
may become guided more by a desire to preserve the organization than 
to achieve its stated goals. This has two negative implications for the 
Muslim Brotherhood that may help explain the lack of popularity it 
sometimes faces even in the more pious subsections of society. First, 
the fact that the Brotherhood might be guided by an instinct for orga- 
nizational maintenance might lead it to make decisions that contradict 
its ideological message. This heightens popular mistrust of the orga- 
nization’s “real” agenda and paves the way for the often more uncom- 
promising Salafis to challenge its authenticity and religious legitimacy. 
Second, the Brotherhood’s “oligarchization” means the emergence of 
clique structures within the organization that can lead to the concen- 
tration of power in the hands of just a select few. The group’s branches 
from Syria to Egypt and Jordan are all directed by figures who have 
been in control for decades—they are “career Muslim Brothers” and 
their continued monopoly on power is harming the groups’ outside 
image and leading to generational splits. 

This institutionalist approach to the Muslim Brotherhood draws on 
the conceptual tools developed by sociologists Roberta Ash,’ John Mc 
Carthy, and Mayer Zald* in relation to their work on “resource mobi- 
lization theory” in the context of “social movement organizations.” 
Their theoretical insights are rich, and they offer avenues for the type 
of multidisciplinary research into the Brotherhood that the literature 
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on Islamist groups is sometimes still lacking. They point to the need 
for studying these movements’ extensive networks, organizational 
structures, decision-making arrangements, and internal politico-ide- 
ological debates. Yet they also demonstrate the importance in times 
of political uncertainty of focusing greater attention on the nature of 
tensions between the base and leadership and older and younger gen- 
erations. These internal dynamics weigh more heavily than we might 
expect on Islamist groups’ political and ideological choices and, thus, 
need to be examined more carefully. Being equipped with some of the 
conceptual tools mentioned above and with the theoretical insights 
of political science, sociology, and even anthropology and ethnogra- 
phy can help us address these understudied yet increasingly important 
themes at a critical point in time. 


2 


How “Religious” Are ISIS Fighters? 


The Relationship Between Religious Literacy 
and Religious Motivation 


Andrew Lebovich 


ONE ASPECT OF THE emergence of sharia, or Islamic law, into the fore- 
front of public debate is that those trying to understand radicalization 
have had to deal more seriously with the question of Islamic educa- 
tion and the role that specific belief structures—from Sufi to Salafi and 
everything in between—might play in somehow containing or shaping 
forms of Islamic practice. 

This relates to the endless, and often frustrating, back and forth 
over whether or not fighters from the Islamic State are really “Islamic.” 
One side of this debate has rightly noted that most of the group’s 
foreign recruits are not religiously literate. Revelations in 2016 of 
Islamic State internal memoranda appear at first glance to support 
this assertion. 

This mass disclosure of documents catalogs foreign recruits to the 
Islamic State, including in sometimes minute detail their personal 
information, past histories, and motivations for joining the fight. Thus 
far, it is largely journalists who have explored the documents, and they 
have done a good job of finding interesting information and aggregat- 
ing initial trends.’ This is especially true when a journalist with deep 


295 


296 RELIGION, IDEOLOGY, AND ORGANIZATION 


experience and research skills like Yassin Musharbash goes in-depth 
with a collection of 3,000 of these documents.* One element that 
Musharbash noted in his initial distillation is that a large majority of 
Islamic State recruits rank their own knowledge of the sharia as “weak,” 
and relatively few of these fighters seem to have advanced training in 
sharia. 

Based on past debates about radicalization and the intersection 
between belief and jihadist recruitment, it seems likely that at least 
some observers will conclude from these documents that the Islamic 
State and its recruits are cynically using religion or that the phenome- 
non really has little to do with religion in the first place. However, such 
a conclusion would be unwarranted based on the evidence available 
and takes a far too simplistic approach to understanding the complexity 
of the sharia and Islamic knowledge in general. 

The relative weakness of someone’s knowledge of sharia does not nec- 
essarily say much about how religious he or she is or wants to be. For 
one thing, a depth of knowledge of sharia is not particularly common 
even for observant Muslims, and it is in many ways a construct of out- 
siders to think that it should be. The old Orientalist academic tradition 
was built around the close study of texts drafted by religious scholars 
(ulama) or well-educated and highly literate Muslims concerned with 
in-depth issues of exegesis and interpretation. Some of these academ- 
ics like Joseph Schacht focused on the study of sharia and component 
legal issues (fgh), and placed it in many ways at the center of Islamic 
meaning and life.* More recently, although scholars like Wael Hallaq 
have questioned these older understandings, they too have placed the 
sharia at the center of constructions of morality and practice in preco- 
lonial societies. Hallaq describes the death of the “sharia system” that 
accompanied colonialism as one of the reasons a certain Islamic past 
and concept of statehood is simply irretrievable today.‘ 

What these descriptions can elide in popular discussion is that deep 
study of Islamic law was never particularly common among the masses 
in the Muslim world and was generally reserved for the ulama, or reli- 
gious scholars, who devoted their lives to the study of these issues. 
Criticizing the depth of people’s religious feeling or even knowledge 
on the basis of their lack of knowledge of sharia would be like ques- 
tioning Americans’ sense of civic association because they didn’t make 
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their career as a lawyer. They might not know anything about the 
law, but there is much more to a sense of being American than just 
that. Similarly, religious belief and practice—even in more rigorous 
forms—is about far more than just the law. Academic debates have 
sometimes been slow to understand this, particularly when it comes 
to lazy descriptions of Sufism based on its supposed “mysticism” and 
supposed (but often false) lack of religious orthodoxy—ignoring the 
rigorous educational and interpretative training and histories of many 
Sufi leaders over the centuries. 

For Islamic State recruits, a weak knowledge of sharia could mean 
many things. It could and does sometimes mean genuine ignorance 
of even basic religious precepts, but not always. People join militant 
movements for a variety of intersecting reasons, including belief, poli- 
tics, economics, and more. Limited knowledge of an area of Islam 
traditionally left to dedicated experts says little about the contours of 
individual religious belief; if anything, it reflects our own projections 
onto others about modernity and education. Someone can be an ardent 
and even (dare I say) informed believer in the cause and justness of the 
Islamic State without having much knowledge of the sharia. And the 
group is certainly happy to propagate its own interpretations through 
instruction and the dissemination of texts on sharia, but it is more than 
likely that the people joining the Islamic State were already inclined to 
support these interpretations. 

Moreover, as the Muslim Brotherhood’s Amr Darrag argues in this 
volume, one of the challenges for Western analysts in understand- 
ing Islamic movements is accepting the role of faith in shaping the 
actions of the movements’ members. Faith is difficult to define and 
measure as an analytical category, and this is one reason the early 
Orientalist scholars sought refuge in sources they could touch and 
see. 

However, Darrag may overstate his arguments about faith when dif- 
ferentiating between organizations like the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Islamic State. He suggests that “the chasm between the Muslim 
Brotherhood and these other groups is the Brotherhood’s privileging of 
faith over utility while not discounting the latter, where other groups, 
such as the Islamic State, privilege utility over morality and faith while 
occasionally discounting the latter in the name of the former.” Whether 
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or not this is true from an institutional perspective, we should not dis- 
count the role that faith plays in motivating the decisions of Islamic 
State recruits—a faith that may not be dependent on specific religious 
knowledge or that may actively discount certain interpretations over 
others, even if these recruits do not think highly of their own learning 
in sharia. Additionally, in discounting faith as a possible motivation for 
the Islamic State, Darrag makes the same mistake for which he critiques 
those writing about the Brotherhood and assumes an instrumentaliza- 
tion of Islam for political ends while ignoring the possibility that the 
reverse might be true. 

This point brings us to the question of countering recruitment to 
the Islamic State and similar organizations. Because of the percep- 
tion that jihadist recruits were deficient in their knowledge of the 
“true” religion, a number of figures over the years, ranging from the 
king of Morocco to the Metropolitan Police’s first head of the Muslim 
Contact Unit Robert Lambert to imams and lay Muslims, have 
argued that a major corrective must come from better Islamic educa- 
tion from ostensibly moderate principles. There is nothing wrong 
with this argument per se, but it ignores several issues. For instance, 
recruits to jihadist groups may have thought about and rejected these 
“moderate” principles and systems of belief before joining, rather 
than joining because they were simply not aware of other interpreta- 
tions. Additionally, American, European, and even Muslim govern- 
ments have to varying degrees sought to promote so-called moderates, 
potentially discrediting these Muslim leaders through their associa- 
tion with government programs. 

Finally, these questions about Islamic education and regulating 
authority structures are far from apolitical. Even though leaders of 
Muslim countries and communities want to (understandably) inhibit 
radicalism and violence, exerting control over religious structures also 
means exerting control over believers. Countries like Turkey, Algeria, 
and Morocco, for instance, have made efforts to take closer control of 
mosques and appoint pro-government imams partially under the guise 
of countering radicalization. Morocco has also increasingly framed itself 
as a counter-radicalization partner not just in Morocco and Europe, 
but in Sub-Saharan Africa as well. Whether or not these programs and 
initiatives are effective is a subject for another essay. But these initiatives 
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not only further politicize Islamic education and training but also serve 
as foreign policy tools for governments to reinforce their legitimacy 
abroad—further tempting Western governments to ignore issues like 
corruption and judicial abuses in favor of having strong partners against 


extremism.° 
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Do Islamists Have an Intellectual Deficit? 


Ovamir Anjum 


ALTHOUGH MY PRIMARY AREA Of research has been premodern Islamic 
tradition, my interest in “political Islam” in general and in reformists 
in particular goes back further than that, and has been the subject of 
my more recent thinking. When interviewing leaders of the Egyptian 
“revolution”—as it was then being called—during the summer of 2011 
in Tahrir Square, I developed a suspicion that has since developed into 
something stronger, though not quite a coherent thesis just yet. It is 
that the reformists—by which I mean “moderate Islamists” who are, 
almost by definition, committed to working within the modern nation- 
state system—have been devoid of a well-grounded vision of Islamic 
politics, by which I mean a vision backed by a densely elaborated dis- 
cursive tradition.’ Notwithstanding the debate over the extent to which 
social movements’ success depends on a coherent ideology (as opposed 
to just effective framing), I note that in the context of fierce competi- 
tion from militant, quietist, and pro-establishment Islamic groups, this 
deficiency appears to be taxing Islamists’ ability to deliver the goods 
they promise and prevent radicalization.” 

The impressive array of chapters on Islamists included in this 
volume, enhanced by the authors’ productive engagement with 
each other’s contributions, sheds unprecedented light on Islamists’ 
predicaments, transformations, strategies of survival, and future 
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prospects, and gives much food for thought for future scholarship. 
I will direct my comments here to the question of “framing” and 
“ideology,” or what I shall refer to as discursive tradition.’ The dis- 
tinction between the two concepts, pointed out in a number stud- 
ies, turns on notions of durability, coherence, and manipulation: 
framing being “innovative amplifications and extensions of, or anti- 
dotes to, existing ideologies,” whereas ideology is a “fairly broad, 
coherent, and relatively durable” set of beliefs and values that are 
“pervasive and integrated” and concern not just politics but life in 
general. Since Islamism sees itself as primarily about contesting 
ideology (rather than alleviating a limited kind of injustice), such 
a distinction may not be justified. However, a modified form of 
this distinction may still be useful, since Islamic activists’ framing 
of discourses designed for the political arena may differ from, even 
as they draw on, theorists’ and clerics’ participation in Islam as a 
discursive tradition. I explore the notion of discursive success in 
terms of the density and coherence of a discourse and, taking my cue 
from the contributions in the previous chapters, ask how the Islamic 
movements’ “success” is related to their discursive success. I suggest 
that mainstream Islamists (who are the focus of most of the contri- 
butions here) suffer from an intellectual deficit, and that this deficit 
is observable both at the level of movement framing and the deeper 
ideological discourse. 

This deficit can be discerned in the set of challenges facing Islamists 
that most contributors have pointed out, such as intergenerational 
tensions; perceptions by youth activists that their leaders lack princi- 
ples and compromise endlessly; defection to more radical or militant 
groups; and the growing frustration with the democratic experiment. 
All these suggest an intellectual deficit on the part of the Islamists in 
question, who have yet to produce a better, more coherent defense of 
their politics. Compare the sleek media production of the Islamic State, 
due in part to its framing success in attracting young, Westernized, 
and tech-savvy youth, or even to the impressive scholarly resources 
offered by the Saudi sheikhs of the Gulf, to the soporific websites 
of the Brotherhood or the South Asian Jamaat groups. Nonetheless, 
the discourse of Muslim Brotherhood-inspired groups has shown 
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notable success in some respects. For instance, despite all of the cur- 
rent developments, a number of chapters have noted the ideological 
or discursive distance of “the Islamist ideological corpus” from tak- 
firi ideologies, as well as from the notion of violence as the primary 
mechanism for change. In this respect, and others, the role of ideas 
is crucial, although not determinative. Yet on the whole, if ideas that 
are ensconced in a dynamic and deeply grounded discursive tradi- 
tion constitute an important factor in the success of movements, the 
relative weakening of such a discourse has been one of the Islamists’ 
weaknesses in recent decades. 

Without reiterating the well-worn debate on whether ideas matter, 
I would like to suggest a couple of specific ways in which the ideology- 
phobia of some important social scientific trends should be qualified, 
and I do so as a foil to open up space for my argument. Materialist 
explanations tend to push back against the claim that ideas have an 
independent role, however variable and small, in the explanatory appa- 
ratus. They do so in at least two ways: first, even when ideas do seem to 
matter, their operationalization is decisively determined by their mate- 
rial context; and second, ideologies are little more than frozen expres- 
sions of commitments and interests whose material contexts have been 
lost to us. The latter objection is non-falsifiable and hence itself ideo- 
logical. The former claim, in my view, is overstated. Mental constructs 
and systems of ideas are not determined by context in any simple sense. 
Such systems not only influence the weighing of moral options or how 
scriptural interpretations are to be operationalized but also, just as 
important, shape the very mental construction of the material context. 
In other words, although context matters, the very perception and pars- 
ing of context depends on pre-existing ideas and frames. 

Pushing this line of argument a bit, the materialist claim could 
be turned on its head; no institutions and material factors in fact 
exist except as mental constructs, at the mercy of the discursive tra- 
ditions of which the subject is a part.? Both idealists and material- 
ists have learned to restrain their claims; one can commend Stacey 
Philbrick Yadav’s formulation in chapter 5 that emphasizes the “itera- 
tive relationship between discourse and institutions.” To the extent 
that discourse matters, Islamic reformist discourse (by which I mean 
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not only framing but also what has been called “ideology”) deserves 
social scientists’ attention. 

The gap between thinkers and the organizational leadership is often 
minimal in movements in their early years, as in the lifetime of Hassan 
al-Banna, Abul Ala Mawdudi, and, more recently, the Moroccan 
Al Adl Wal Ihsan under the charismatic leader and scholar-intellectual 
Abdesslam Yassine.° The difference between Morocco’s Al Adl and the 
Justice and Development Party (PJD), as profiled by Avi Spiegel in his 
chapter, suggests to me that the Al Adl members who draw on the more 
confident and deeper writings of their late leader enjoy a great deal of 
success without electoral participation. Yassine’s insistence, for instance, 
that democracy is not quite the same as Islamic shura—exploring the 
associations and corollaries of both while also rejecting the subservience 
to the king—sits more harmoniously with the desire for an authentic 
Islamic existence in modern times, as it recalls the prophetic critique of 
the rulers by the ulama in the Islamic imagination.” The Egypt-centered 
Islamists ambivalent embrace of democracy, in contrast, draws nearly 
universal criticisms of inauthenticity.’ I agree with Spiegel that we need 
to think of success in terms broader than electoral gains, and I would 
suggest that discursive depth and the personal and political transfor- 
mation of individuals ought to count for more. The success of Egypt’s 
Salafis in 2012 shows that such transformative religious influence may 
be turned into electoral gains relatively easily. Pakistan’s Islamists also 
offer an instructive example where Mawdudi’s powerful writings once 
shaped the larger national discourse without earning the Jamaat any 
electoral victories. In contrast, when such grassroots religious influ- 
ence is lacking, even political access is of limited use as the leaders are 
reduced to making deals with other powers. In the Yemeni context, for 
example, Yadav details such compromise in her discussion of “the limits 
of [partisan] politics without a strong grassroots movement.” 

Other Islamic trends, in contrast, fare somewhat better in their dis- 
cursive density. The accretist-traditionalists (my neologism for the gen- 
erally pro-establishment Sunni ulama defined by commitment to the 
established schools of law, kalam theology, and moderate Sufism) can 
boast a dense tradition, even if it loses in terms of sociopolitical rel- 
evance and popularity to the Islamists. The Salafis, whom I categorize 


304 RELIGION, IDEOLOGY, AND ORGANIZATION 


as originalist-traditionalists, draw on long-standing traditions of ahl 
al-hadith, the Hanbali legal school, and premodern sharia elaborated 
most powerfully by late medieval traditionalists like Ibn Taymiyya, 
Ibn al-Qayyim, and others. South Asian traditionalists have long 
looked to the expansive Hanafi-Maturidi tradition, reinvigorated by 
authorities like Shah Wali Ullah, who can be seen as lying in some 
respects between the Arab accretists and the Salafis. The Twelver 
Shi’a, similarly, boast a comprehensive and dense legal and philo- 
sophical tradition stretching without serious rupture back to the 
beginning of the Safavid period in the 16th century. The Islamists of the 
Brotherhood “school,” in contrast, while open to drawing selectively on 
most of these traditions—and most alive to issues of social and political 
justice precisely because of their receptivity to modernity—exhibit an 
ambivalent relationship to the historical Islamic tradition. They relate 
to it to reform and transform it, rather than be deeply transformed by 
it. However, despite their modernism, their relationship to modernity 
remains somewhat skeptical and tenuous. At an intellectual level, this 
could plausibly result in a lack of interest in sustained investigation of 
either tradition, the classical and the modernist. Alternatively, it could 
generate exceptional interest in juxtaposing and investigating both. The 
institutional conditions for the latter being nearly nonexistent in the 
region, it is the former of the two options that is often taken. 

For most Islamist activists, the original vision and style of Hassan al- 
Banna—a charismatic leader and master of synthesis and compromise— 
continue to set the tone. Mawdudi, a more theoretical, systematic, 
and polemical mind, can be credited for being the first to furnish the 
Islamists with a model of Islamic history, society, and state. In Egypt, 
Qutb was the next influential figure after Banna, albeit one on the mar- 
gins of the organization, who possessed the literary force, intellectual 
passion, and charisma to create a self-confident vision, one that may 
have been derailed by his immoderation (or perhaps attractive pre- 
cisely due to that), attributable in part to his prolonged imprisonment. 
Otherwise, the Muslim Brotherhood’s leaders have been technocrats 
and bureaucrats, not inspiring thinkers and visionaries. The Pakistani 
Jamaat has done no better after Mawdudi. Perhaps the closest thing 
mainstream Islamists have had to a powerful visionary since Qutb is 
the Al Ad! Wal Ihsan’s Abdesslam Yassine, whose luster has been dulled 
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due to Morocco’s marginality in the broader region. Despite these 
important influences, the mother organization in Egypt, and to varying 
degrees elsewhere, seem to have Banna’s indelible mark of pragmatism, 
compromise, as well as a measure of anti-intellectualism. 

The draining of intellectual resources may be one of the causes 
of organizational insularity. Anti-intellectualism, aggravated under 
repressive conditions, seems to preclude any path to the top of the 
organizational ladder other than loyalty and seniority, perpetuating 
the old-timers’ hold on authority. There are no Bannas, Mawdudis, 
or Qutbs anymore, only aging avuncular figures best at surviving, not 
inspiring. This seems to me to be the case with the two movements I 
am most familiar with, the Egyptian Brotherhood and the Pakistani 
Jamaat. Whether it is in fact so, and to what extent, is an interesting 
problem for investigation. 

My hypothesis of intellectual deficit could be challenged by at 
least three kinds of reformist contributions to Islamic discursive tra- 
dition. First, starting in the 1980s if not earlier, a newer generation 
of reformist Azhari ulama such as Mohamed al-Ghazali and Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi, and intellectuals such as Salim al-’Awa, Mohamed 
Imara, and Fahmy Huwaydi, whom Raymond Baker has labeled “the 
new Islamists,” have laid a framework for a more tolerant (read: less 
anti-Western, which may have something to do with Egypt’s liber- 
alization under Sadat), although not necessarily more coherent or 
cogent, sociopolitical vision of Islam.? Second, a powerful trend of 
the “economization of Islamism” has grown since the 1970s.'° As the 
international focus shifted from an ethos of developmentalism that 
had encouraged Islamist thought in the direction of state-centered 
ideologies, the focus partly shifted from capturing states to the cre- 
ation of “Islamic” economy and banking. This latter trend has pro- 
duced in its wake not only a new global economic sector but also 
an ever-growing literature on the subject. A third focus of Islamic 
reformists has been on the “figh of minorities” with a view to the 
growing minorities of Muslims in the West and the increasing glo- 
balization of reformist communities and concerns." All three types 
of projects, underway at a few reformist institutions in Pakistan, 
Malaysia, and the West, are straddled by a concern to adjust Islam 
to modernity. 


306 RELIGION, IDEOLOGY, AND ORGANIZATION 


Even if some mainstream Islamists and their reformist ilk are pro- 
ducing political, economic, and social scholarship in response to mod- 
ern challenges, in what respects might they still be considered deficient? 
Although the debate is far from over, much recent scholarship, by both 
Western academics and Islamic traditionalists, has called into question 
the cogency of each of these reformist discourses. The Islamists seek 
to justify, it has been argued, an Islamic state without exploring the 
full implications of the modern nation-state and asking whether an 
“Islamic state” is desirable or even possible; they call for social justice 
but ignore or neglect the destructive aspects of neoliberalism vis-a-vis 
family, community, and the environment; they make the case for a 
modern Islamic economy, without sufficient reflection on how “moder- 
nity” is to be attained without the uniquely materialist motivations at 
its heart furnished by capitalism and secularism; and they offer a figh 
of minorities without a well-formed understanding of the host societ- 
ies in the West.” Furthermore, they are accused of impatience vis-à- 
vis the meticulous, erudite scholasticism of medieval Islamic tradition 
and take refuge in generalistic, result-oriented instruments such as the 
notion of public benefit (maslaha) and objectives (magasid) of Islamic 
law—instruments that are similarly available for abuse by their equally 
result-oriented militant counterparts. 

To be sure, the Islamists have not failed in disseminating their mes- 
sage. To the contrary, unlike the militant fringe, the reformist influence 
of Brotherhood-style Islamism is in varying degrees nearly ubiquitous 
among literate religious Muslims. But precisely because of this, at 
least some responsibility for the widespread intellectual malaise in the 
Muslim world could be blamed on the Islamists, on their tendency to 
paper over serious conflicts, such as between Islamic tradition and the 
secular and liberal commitments of modern democracy; and their fail- 
ure to provide meaningful ways to address threats posed by modernity, 
such as economic inequality and environmental challenges, leaving the 
large swaths of Muslims under their sway unprepared to take meaning- 
ful action. 

On the activist side, loyalty to the organization seems to be the first 
principle of Islamist activism, and the large gap between learned and 
potentially creative reformist thinkers and the organizations’ leaders 
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chosen on the basis of seniority and loyalty seems largely impenetrable. 
It is a legitimate question, then, to ask whether such an intellectual 
deficit contributed to the Islamists’ lackluster performance in the events 
of the Arab uprisings, particularly to what many scholars have viewed 
as the Egyptian Brotherhood’s governance failures in the admittedly 
all-too-brief opportunity granted them. 

Simple intellectual incompetence or failure need not be construed as 
a cause unto itself, and several explanations may be offered for this defi- 
cit. One might argue that it is the very activist structure of social move- 
ment organizations like the Brotherhood that precludes intellectual or 
theoretical depth. Perhaps it is just the burden of having to survive 
under brutal repression for generations that has led to conservatism and 
engendered fear of critical scholarship that might call into question the 
group’s foundational principles. In other cases, as in Pakistan, perhaps 
it is participation in the messiness of electoral politics that dilutes the 
impulse to dig in and ask tough questions. Alternatively, perhaps it is 
just that all religions in the age of globalization are fated to inhabit a 
world of “holy ignorance,” as the French scholar Olivier Roy has poi- 
gnantly argued. These arguments may all be correct. In any case, they 
highlight a set of fascinating problems for Islamists and scholars of 
Islamism alike. 
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